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TANZANIA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Leopard, Serengeti National Park | GUDKOV ANDREY/shutterstock ©

If I had one day to spend in Africa, I’d spend it in the Serengeti. I fell in love with those endless savannah grasslands the very first time I laid eyes on them. Nowhere compares with the Serengeti for the sheer scale of wild Africa and for the up-close, intimate details of the continent’s iconic species. The Serengeti is so vast that, very often, I have seen cheetahs streaking across the plains, leopards basking on tree branches just above eye level, or prides of lions, lords of all they survey. I have seen them without another vehicle present, without engine noise or the shutter-click of cameras. And then, on my way back to camp, the sun invariably sets, silhouetted behind an umbrella-thorn acacia tree. Lying in bed under canvas later at night, I listen for the roar of nearby lions. And I can think of nowhere that I’d rather be at that moment.

Anthony Ham

@AnthonyHamWrite

Anthony writes for the New York Times and others about wildlife and culture; he is the author of The Last Lions of Africa.
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My favourite experience is driving out into the east of the Serengeti, to Gol or Barafu Kopjes. There, alone among infinite grasslands and watchful for big cats, is my happiest place in Africa.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Tanzania
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Burigi-Chato National Park is almost a third the size of the Serengeti but, unlike in the northern giant, there’s a wonderful feeling of blissful and complete solitude here.

Mark Eveleigh

markeveleigh.com

Novelist and travel writer Mark Eveleigh specialises in wildlife and indigenous cultures. He’s covered assignments in East Africa for publications such as BBC Wildlife, CNN Travel and National Geographic Traveller.
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There are so many beautiful spots along the Tanzanian coast, but the Mafia Archipelago stands out. With its ever-changing palette of blues and greens, its villages with their strongly rooted traditional life and its unhurried pace, it’s easy to come under the archipelago’s spell.

Mary Fitzpatrick

Mary is an Africa-based writer who has been living in, writing about and travelling around Tanzania for years.
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Zanzibar’s Stone Townis a peaceful piece of a larger paradise that satisfies all the senses, with aromatic cuisines, a bittersweet history of multiculturalism, and dreamy beaches under its ever-tropical weather. Even if you’re visiting for just a few hours, Stone Town has plenty to offer.

Nasibu Mahinya

@nasibuthevibe

Nasibu Mahinya is a Tanzanian writer and entrepreneur.
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FOLLOW THE HERDS

Tanzania is home to one of the grandest natural spectacles on the planet. The annual migration of more than a million wildebeest, zebras and gazelles through the Serengeti is a thing of awe and beauty. At times, it’s the sheer scale of the herds stretching to the horizon. Elsewhere, there’s a strange intimacy as the animals come together to funnel across a crocodile-filled river. Either way, there’s no wildlife show quite like it.

[image: jpg]

Serengeti National Park | GUDKOV ANDREY/shutterstock ©

When to Go

The migration follows a regular pattern and routes, but wildebeest can be contrarian and change direction and plans. Be flexible when organising your trip.
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Mobile Camps

Consider staying in a mobile camp, which is tented accommodation that moves two or more times a year in anticipation of the herds’ movements.
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The Kenya Version

The migration usually crosses into Kenya’s Masai Mara sometime around July or August, and doesn’t return to Tanzania until (usually) around October.


Best Great Migration experiences

[image: jpg]

Watch countless wildebeest struggle to their feet within minutes of being born in the Southern Serengeti 1 and Ndutu 1.

Marvel at the herd stretching to the far horizon against the backdrop of kopjes on the plains of the Central Serengeti 2.

Head to the Western Serengeti 3 as the migration draws near to the Grumeti River, with some of the largest crocs in Africa.

Be spellbound as the animals seem to move as one on their approach to the Mara River in the Northern Serengeti 4.

Greet the returning wildebeest and zebras as they make their way through the remote Eastern Serengeti 5.







PRIMATE ENCOUNTERS

Primates, including some of our closest relatives, deserve their own category when it comes to going on a wildlife safari. Thanks to Jane Goodall and decades of devoted research, Tanzania is the best place in the world to see chimpanzees, and some lesser-known parks shelter a few primate surprises as well.

[image: jpg]

Chimpanzee | ROBIN NIEUWENKAMP/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Adults Only

Only those aged 15 and over are allowed to enter the forest and go chimpanzee tracking in Gombe; it’s 12 years and older at Mahale Mountains.

Health Warning

Face masks (provided) must be worn at all times when with the chimps in Mahale Mountains. Unwell people are barred from visiting.


Best Primate experiences

[image: jpg]

Tap into Jane Goodall’s legacy by tracking the chimpanzees of Gombe National Park 1.

Combine a chimp-tracking adventure with fine Lake Tanganyika views in Mahale Mountains National Park 2.

Trek the forest trails of Udzungwa Mountains National Park 3, which has more primate species than anywhere else in Tanzania.

Look for the rare kipunji monkey in Kitulo National Park 4.

Meet the much-studied baboons of Mikumi National Park 5.







LAZE BY THE SEA

Tanzania’s Indian Ocean coastline, including its many islands, is like a cliché of paradise, home to a string of white-sand beaches fringed with palms and turquoise waters. For something a little different, the country also has lovely lake beaches (at Lake Tanganyika, Lake Nyasa and Lake Victoria) with calm waters, and they’re rarely crowded.

Water Safety

Except on some beaches alongside upmarket hotels, most Tanzanian beaches don’t have lifeguards: swim at your own risk and always ask about local conditions.

[image: jpg]
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Jellyfish

Jellyfish do prowl the Indian Ocean off Tanzania, especially in January and February, but they’re almost never dangerous and stings are merely a little painful.

[image: jpg]
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Beware the Sun

Don’t let cooling ocean breezes fool you. The tropical sun packs a punch: always apply sunscreen and wear a hat when by the water.


Best Beach experiences

[image: jpg]

Relax on Zanzibar’s Nungwi 1, with its emerald waters, powdery white sands and irresistible island rhythms.

Seek out the coastline running north and south of Pangani 2, which is both beautiful and uncrowded.

Visit Masoko Pwani 3, a long and memorable palm-lined stretch of fine white sand.

Skip along the shoreline of Lake Tanganyika 4, which is remote and stunning, with sandy coves backed by lush green mountains.

Chill out on the quiet, mountain-fringed beaches of Lake Nyasa 5; they’re ideal for families and those travelling off the beaten track.







INCREDIBLE LANDSCAPES

Tanzania has some of Africa’s most beautiful terrain, and it’s more than just a backdrop to the wildlife. The Great Rift Valley slices the country in two, creating a drama-filled collage of landscapes, from the soaring escarpment to Rift Valley Lakes. Many of Africa’s highest mountains are here too, as well as superb Indian Ocean coastline, classic savannah grasslands, and dense tropical forests that call to mind the jungles deep in Africa’s heart.

[image: jpg]

Ngorongoro Crater | OxaGen/shutterstock ©

Snow at the Equator?

Since 1912, Kilimanjaro’s 10,000-year-old glaciers have lost 85% of their ice. Current models suggest that, if nothing changes, they’ll disappear by 2030.

[image: jpg]
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Tanzania’s Forests

Tanzania’s forests contain 7% of Africa’s endemic plant species on only 0.05% of the continent’s total area.

[image: jpg]
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Tanzania’s Lakes

About 6% of mainland Tanzania is covered by inland lakes. The deepest is Lake Tanganyika, while the largest is shallow Lake Victoria.


Best landscape experiences

[image: jpg]

Drive down into the caldera of Ngorongoro Crater 1, truly one of Tanzania’s great natural wonders.

Explore Lake Natron 2, where the wall of the Great Rift Valley is visible in its most dramatic form with Ol Doinyo Lengai volcano looking on.

Gaze upon Mt Meru and Mt Kilimanjaro from West Kilimanjaro 3: for once, the hype is justified.

Roam across the Crater Highlands 4, with their volcanic craters, high mountains and wild, rugged beauty.

Stand where the Great Rift Escarpment, forests and shimmering lake all intersect in stunning Lake Manyara National Park 5.







MOUNTAIN ASCENTS

Perhaps more than any other sub-Saharan African country, Tanzania is known for the opportunities it offers to hike up to a mountain summit, from Africa’s highest to some of its most shapely. Kilimanjaro gets all the attention, and it’s a major and infinitely rewarding undertaking – but there are so many more ways to get high.

[image: jpg]

Uhuru Peak, Mt Kilimanjaro | K_Boonnitrod/shutterstock ©

A Head for Heights

Despite being significantly higher, Mt Kilimanjaro is actually less confronting for those afraid of heights than the upper ridges of Mt Meru.

Take It Slowly

Don’t try and rush the climb up Kilimanjaro, Meru and any peak over 3000m. Instead, allow yourself time to acclimatise to the altitude.


Best Trekking experiences

[image: jpg]

Mount a major expedition and climb to the roof of Africa: Mt Kilimanjaro 1.

Let the crowds climb Kili, and head instead for Mt Meru 2, one of Africa’s most beautiful climbs.

Watch a sublime sunrise from the top of Ol Doinyo Lengai 3 .

Learn about local Maasai and Barabaig culture on your way to the summit of Mt Hanang 4.

Use Mt Longido 5 as prep for a higher summit or just enjoy the views of nearby Meru and Kilimanjaro.







MEET THE LOCALS

In Tanzania, you can draw near to peoples who still keep their traditions alive despite the onslaughts of the modern world. The best of these encounters evolve over time (as opposed to a rushed photo shoot where you turn up, take some pics and leave). They’re also organised directly through the communities themselves.

Tourist Offices

Local tourist offices can often connect you with a cultural tourism program that runs guided visits to local communities.

[image: jpg]
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Local Guides

Insist that your tour operator uses a local guide who speaks the language of the community you’re visiting.

[image: jpg]
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Photography Etiquette

Always ask permission first before photographing people and always respect their wishes. Sometimes, locals will ask for a fee before allowing you to photograph them


Best Traditional culture experiences

[image: jpg]

Visit a Maasai manyatta in Ngorongoro 1 to meet the villagers, participate in a traditional dance and learn about local life.

Go on a hunting expedition with the Hadzabe near Lake Eyasi 2, the epicentre of their traditional homelands.

Spend time with the Sandawe and try speaking their ancient click language in the Swagaswaga Game Reserve 3 in central Tanzania.

Take your pick of local communities and activities from the many cultural tourism programs on offer from Arusha 4.

Experience life in a local community on an excursion from Mto wa Mbu 5, Tanzania’s most diverse town.







WILDLIFE CENTRAL

The Great Migration may run like a thread through Tanzania’s safari year, but it’s just the start. Tanzania has some of the largest elephant and big cat populations in Africa, not to mention a whole portfolio of species as diverse as the country’s extraordinary range of habitats would suggest, as well as amazing birdlife and astonishing plant diversity. It really is the best place to go on safari in Africa.

[image: jpg]

Tarangire National Park | HANA_KURILOVA_PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Dry Season

The best time to look for wildlife is usually June to October, when animals stay close to water, vegetation is thinner and grasses shorter.

[image: jpg]
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Wet Season

The wettest months are March to May and November. Conditions can be difficult but it’s the best time for birdwatching with migratory species present.

[image: jpg]
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High Season

High season usually coincides with the dry season, with another peak around December/January. Trails can be crowded and prices high.


Best Wildlife experiences

[image: jpg]

Keep an eye out for lions and cheetahs alongside the incredible elephants and baobabs of Tarangire National Park 1.

Look for lions up in the trees, dodge the elephants and tick off countless bird species in Lake Manyara National Park 2.

Take to the Rufiji River and look for big cats and elephants, hippos and crocs amid the rugged beauty of Nyerere National Park 3.

Share the crater floor with lions, hyenas and black rhinos in magical Ngorongoro Crater 4.

Immerse yourself in the lion world of Ruaha National Park 5, a vast wilderness with some of the largest lion prides in Africa.







CITY LIFE

Most travellers come for the wildlife, landscapes and traditional culture. But Tanzania is also modern Africa with a thriving urban scene. Most of it is centred on Zanzibar, Dar es Salaam and Arusha, but there are increasingly outposts where you’ll find locals sipping lattes and staying connected on their laptops in cool cafes in smaller provincial towns.

[image: jpg]

Dar es Salaam | MOIZ HUSEIN STORYTELLER/shutterstock ©

Tanzanian Cities

Dar es Salaam is Tanzania’s largest city (around 7.7 million in 2023), followed by Mwanza (1.3 million) and Zanzibar Town (800,000).

Dodoma

Dodoma may be Tanzania’s capital, but in 2022 it was only the eighth-largest city in the country, with a population of around 262,000 people.


Best Urban experiences

[image: jpg]

Watch the sunset from gardens, enjoy the architecture and plunge into the arts scene of Zanzibar Town 1.

Discover a burgeoning nightlife scene and Tanzania’s best wineries in Dodoma 2.

Immerse yourself in Dar es Salaam 3, Tanzania’s most diverse city.

Enjoy garden cafes, fun bars, bustling markets and great tours in Arusha 4.

Kick back in a lakeside cafe and get to know one of Tanzania’s more relaxed urban scenes in Mwanza 5.







FALL OFF THE MAP

Tanzania is getting more popular with each passing year, but you don’t have to travel too far from the main tourist circuit to find a corner of the country where you’ll feel as if it’s yours alone. Some of these are national parks, others are empty by virtue of their remoteness. All offer a genuinely special experience.

Tourist Infrastructure

The further you go from the better-known parks, the thinner the infrastructure; some of Tanzania’s newer national parks still don’t have anywhere to stay.

[image: jpg]
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New National Parks

In 2019, the Tanzanian government gazetted a number of new national parks. These were: Burigi-Chato; Ibanda-Kyerwa; Rumanyika-Karagwe; Kigosi; and Ugalla River.

[image: jpg]
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Travel Times

Tanzania is very large. Getting around is time-consuming, and often expensive and uncomfortable. You’ll likely have a more rewarding trip by picking one or two areas of the country to focus on and explore in more depth.


Best Off-the-Beaten-Track experiences

[image: jpg]

Explore Burigi-Chato National Park 1, a sleeping giant of a park with huge safari potential.

Visit Mkomazi National Park 2, hiding in plain sight with Kilimanjaro views and a hugely successful rhino-breeding program.

Travel as far out west as you can without hitting the Congo, on a boat journey with the locals down Lake Tanganyika 3.

Watch a lion eat a buffalo and wonder where all the other safari vehicles are on the Katisunga Plain of Katavi National Park 4.

Play along the lakeshore, admire the views of Malawi and Zambia, and enjoy the untouristy hinterland of Lake Nyasa 5.







STEP BACK IN TIME

Signposts to the past lie strewn around Tanzania, and the stories they tell stretch way back into history, adding great depth and purpose to your travels in the country. There’s everything here from the earliest human fossils to 500-year-old Swahili ruins to enjoy, but nothing from the past glitters quite like Zanzibar, where the ancient Indian Ocean trade in spices still feels like it were yesterday.

[image: jpg]

Stone Town | MAGDALENA PALUCHOWSKA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Olduvai Gorge

Olduvai (Oldupai) Gorge and museum lie within the Ngorongoro Conservation Area. It’s best visited off the road between the crater and the Serengeti.

[image: jpg]
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Unesco Sites

Of Tanzania’s seven World Heritage–listed sites, three are historical: Kondoa Rock-Art Sites, Kilwa Kisiwani (pictured above) and Songo Mnara, and Zanzibar’s Stone Town.

[image: jpg]
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Indian Ocean Trade

Tanzania’s Swahili Coast once lay within the orbit of sultans and traders from Oman and elsewhere on the Arabian Peninsula.


Best Historical experiences

[image: jpg]

Lose yourself in the labyrinth amid the architectural treasures of Stone Town 1, on the west coast of Zanzibar.

Listen to the echoes of Swahili trade and civilisations at Kilwa Kisiwani 2 and Songo Mnara 2 along Tanzania’s southern coast.

Visit Olduvai Gorge 3 and its excellent museum to learn about our earliest origins and see the fossils discovered here that revealed this fascinating story.

Experience East Africa’s premier gallery of prehistoric rock art at the Unesco-recognised Kondoa Rock-Art Site 4.

Pick your way through the ancient past at the Isimila Stone Age Site 5 in Tanzania’s Southern Highlands.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Highlights of the North

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 days to two weeks Distance: 680km


If it’s your first time on safari (and even if it’s not), you’d need a good reason to go anywhere but the parks of Tanzania’s north. They promise some of the best wildlife watching on the planet, set against a backdrop of vast savannah plains, stirring escarpments and giant baobabs.


[image: jpg]
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Serengeti National Park | Peter van Dam/shutterstock ©

1 arusha [image: ] 1–2 DAYS

At times gritty and gridlocked, at others vibrant and alive with possibilities, Arusha is more than just the gateway to Tanzania’s north. The town itself has fascinating markets, a handful of interesting museums, and fantastic places to eat. And before you head out on safari, consider adding an extra day to spend time in a local community as part of Arusha’s cultural tourism offering.

[image: jpg]

Benny Marty/shutterstock ©

2 Arusha National park [image: ] 2–4 DAYS

Climb Mt Meru, by all means. And yes, you might come across some wildlife. But Arusha National Park promises a more holistic safari experience, including some of northern Tanzania’s best food, forest walks, canyoning, flamingos and more.

[image: ] Detour: Head north into West Kilimanjaro for views and solitude. [image: ] 1–2 days
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3 Tarangire National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

The quietest park in Tanzania’s north, Tarangire often ends up being a traveller favourite. The sheer quantity of two giants of the African safari – elephants and baobab trees – is a thing of great wonder. It’s also known for big cats, and stunning scenery, especially along the Tarangire River. Best of all, it’s usually less crowded than the other northern parks.

[image: jpg]
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4 Lake Manyara National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Wedged between escarpment and lake, forested Lake Manyara combines spectacular scenery with amazing wildlife. Compact and easy to explore, the park deserves at least an overnight stop – and make sure you take the treetop canopy walkway.

[image: ] Detour: Travel north to Lake Natron and Ol Doinyo Lengai volcano. [image: ] 2 days
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5 Ngorongoro Crater [image: ] 1 DAY

There’s nowhere quite like Ngorongoro Crater. This vast caldera is filled with magical scenery and near-guaranteed wildlife: it really does feel like a lost world. But there’s more to Ngorongoro than that. This is Maasai country, and encounters with the community can be a real highlight, as is the chance to return to the dawn of humankind at Olduvai Gorge.

[image: jpg]
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6 Serengeti National Park [image: ] 3–4 DAYS

Whether or not you’re here for the Great Migration, Serengeti is one of Africa’s premier wildlife-watching destinations. As good for the Big Five as for big cats, as beautiful as it is vast, this iconic ecosystem is the East African savannah par excellence, with its golden, far horizons interrupted only by pretty rocky outcrops known as kopjes. Stay as long as you can.
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ITINERARIES

Zanzibar & the Coast

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 days
Distance: 500km


Imagine yourself along Tanzania’s Indian Ocean shore. This is the cradle of Swahili civilisation, home to medieval ruins and a storied history of the spice trade, of wooden sailboats known as dhows that once connected Zanzibar to Arabia. And, of course, there are more beautiful beaches than you could poke a sandy stick at.


[image: jpg]
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Stone Town | SUN_SHINE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Stone Town [image: ] 2 DAYS

Zanzibar’s crown jewel, Stone Town is the spirit of the island’s past life, from the exquisite, intricate architecture that spans centuries to the labyrinth of lanes lined with mansions and houses of worship. You’ll love it most as sun begins to set, a hint of spices trails through the streets and the haunting call to prayer brings evening magic to this special place.

2 Nungwi [image: ] 2 DAYS

If Stone Town is the spirit and soul of Zanzibar Island, Nungwi (pictured above) is its playground. In one achingly beautiful beach resort and area, Nungwi captures all that’s good about Zanzibar as a holiday destination, with superb accommodation as well as lots of first-rate activities. These range from water sports to interacting with sea turtles. White sand, palm trees and perfect sunrises are standard.

[image: jpg]
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3 Pemba [image: ] 2 DAYS

Pemba lies somewhere close to paradise. From the sultry laid-back capital of Chake Chake, through Swahili ruins such as Ras Mkumbuu and Mkame Ndume and on to some of Tanzania’s best diving and snorkelling spots, this island is like Zanzibar used to be – they even belong to the same archipelago – but with neither the hype nor the crowds.

4 Saadani National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Saadani may not have the wildlife of other Tanzanian parks, but there’s still plenty to see if you stay a day or two. And where else can you see elephants walking along the beach? Famous for its bush-and-beach safaris, Saadani offers boat trips where you can see hippos and crocs, while the elusiveness of predators means that walking safaris are also possible.

5 Mafia Island [image: ] 2 DAYS

If Pemba was quiet, Mafia Island is positively somnambulant. Bathed in tropical breezes, this glorious place has first-rate diving and snorkelling to go with magnificent beaches; from November to February you can swim with whale sharks. Try to see as much of the island as you can, including wild Ras Mkumbi and Kanga Beach, and stay for as long as possible.

6 Kilwa Kisiwani [image: ] 1 DAY

You can almost hear the ghosts of Swahili empires past whispering through the palm trees at Kilwa Kisiwani (pictured above) and Songo Mnara. Wander amid ruins that date back over 500 years, amid mosques, forts and palaces, all decaying elegantly under the tropical sun. And with dhows drifting past offshore, it can feel as if little has changed here in centuries.
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ITINERARIES

The South & Beyond

[image: jpg]

Allow: two weeks Distance: 900km


Tanzania’s wild south may not get the visitor numbers of the more famous north, but it’s arguably more diverse. Rich cultures, fabulous wildlife and signature East African landscapes that segue into the more barren, yet lake-strewn south make for an extraordinary journey of discovery.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Nyerere National Park | GUENTERGUNI/GETTY IMAGES ©

1 Dar es Salaam [image: ] 2 DAYS

Welcome to Tanzania’s cultural capital and most dynamic city. Dar es Salaam is where you take the pulse of the country, where the seafaring past and its architectural legacy live on and fuse with the busy streets of a very modern city. It’s a vaguely intoxicating mix, one that prepares you well for the journey that lies ahead.
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2 Nyerere National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

Among the biggest parks in East Africa, Nyerere (formerly Selous Game Reserve) is a stunningly beautiful place. The Rufiji River lends an entirely different dimension to this park – boat safaris are possible and sunsets are superb – which is filled with lions, elephants, palm trees and so much more that makes a safari here one of the best on the continent.

[image: jpg]
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3 Udzungwa Mountains National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

Time for a change of scenery and pace. Incredibly biodiverse Udzungwa Mountains is a world of dense forests filled with primates. Hiking trails fan out across the park and you’ll walk serenaded by a soundtrack of forest birdsong that you simply can’t experience elsewhere.

[image: ] Detour: Head for the Kilombero Valley for bird-rich wetlands. [image: ] 1 –2 days
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4 Iringa [image: ] 2 DAYS

The beauty of Africa rarely resides in its urban centres, but Iringa bucks the trend. This intriguing provincial town gets a few travellers passing through en route to Ruaha, but it mostly just goes about its business. There’s historic architecture to enjoy, fine views from its heights, ancient rock art, and numerous opportunities to immerse yourself in local culture.

[image: jpg]

Joachim Huber, Switzerland, CC BY-SA 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©

5 Ruaha National Park [image: ] 4 DAYS

With just the right combination of wildlife, rarely visited landscapes and excellent places to stay, Ruaha ticks boxes for those who like their safaris wild without sacrificing comforts. Get involved in conservation, surround yourself with big lion prides, and trace the transition between East and Southern Africa while you’re here.
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6 Lake Nyasa [image: ] 2 DAYS

In contrast to the yellow-hued savannahs of Tanzania’s interior, Lake Nyasa glitters at the intersection of Tanzania with Malawi and Zambia. Fabulous hiking around Mbeya, the relaxed lakeside charms of Matema, snorkelling, boat trips and fine beaches are the ideal way to rest from your travels.

[image: ] Detour: Kitulo National Park is a wet-season carpet of wildflowers. [image: ] 1 –2 days
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WHEN TO GO

Answer: that depends on what you love. Tanzania is a destination that can be visited throughout the year with a range of activities.


Long gone are the days when Tanzania was merely about safaris and mountain climbing. With its diverse landscapes, wildlife and culture, there are unforgettable experiences each month for every kind of traveller. From savannahs to beaches, this is a year-round destination.

Tanzania has two distinct seasons – the dry and the wet, each with its own charm. The dry season (June to October) offers excellent wildlife viewing, as animals tend to congregate around water sources. During this time, the weather is cooler and drier, making it ideal for hiking and outdoor activities. The wet season (November to May) is when Tanzania comes alive with lush greenery and vibrant flora. It’s when the Great Migration takes place, and the birdlife is at its best.


I LIVE HERE

PINK WATERS

Osse Greca Sinare is a travel and lifestyle visual artist straight out of Arusha. @ossegrecasinare

‘Magical’ is the word that sums up Lake Natron. Camping at this pink-hued lake with my wife and kid, and seeing flamingos up close against a stunning backdrop of Ol Doinyo Lengai volcano will forever remain a memory to cherish. The best time to visit is during the cooler season from June to August. This is where I disconnect from the busy world and reconnect with nature.



Looking for a Bargain?

Hotels may offer deals during the low season, which typically occurs from November to May.
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THE GREAT MIGRATION

Every year, from May to August, the Serengeti experiences dry, warm weather, which triggers millions of wildebeest, zebras and gazelles to make their way across its vast plains in search of fresh grazing land. It’s quite a sight.



LAKE VICTORIA THUNDERSTORMS

Lake Victoria experiences frequent severe thunderstorms and strong winds forming rapidly at night. The storms are likely to intensify as the world grows warmer. Visitors should avoid being on the lake during the night hours.

Major Festivals


Held annually in Zanzibar’s Stone Town, Sauti za Busara Music Festival celebrates the diversity and richness of African music. Both traditional and contemporary genres are represented, with a focus on East African talent. [image: ] February

Kilimanjaro Marathon is a major sporting event in Moshi, with more than 10,000 participants running through stunning landscapes with Mt Kilimanjaro providing a dramatic backdrop. [image: ] March

The 10-day Zanzibar International Film Festival takes place in Stone Town. It brings together filmmakers, industry professionals and film enthusiasts to showcase the best of African cinema. [image: ] July

Each year in Bagamoyo, Karibu Music Festival brings together musicians and performers from across Africa and beyond. It features a range of music styles, from traditional to modern. [image: ] November

Local Festivals


The Bulabo Dance Festival is a celebration of Sukuma culture; participants from various villages display their mastery of traditional dances, accompanied by rhythmic drumming and singing. [image: ] June

A four-day festival held in Makunduchi, Zanzibar, Mwaka Kogwa marks the Shirazi New Year. It includes traditional rituals, games and feasting, and is a time for forgiveness and new beginnings. [image: ] July

Fiesta Music Festival is a showcase of Bongo Flava music, with 20 tour dates in different regions and almost 700,000 attendees. The event culminates with the Grand Finale Show in Dar es Salaam. [image: ] September to October

Swahili Fashion Week in Dar es Salaam features the latest trends and styles in African fashion, focusing on Swahili-inspired designs. It promotes local talent and cultural exchange. [image: ] December


I LIVE HERE

GENTLE WAVES

Kyussa Kross is a singer who lives in Kyela @kyussakross

The best thing about Matema Beach is the scenery: located at the foot of Lake Nyasa, it overlooks the great Livingstone Mountains. September to November is the best time to visit, when the weather is warm and the waves are gentle, but I also have dear memories of the Easter holidays, enjoying boat rides with my family.
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ZANZIBAR’S ENDLESS SUMMER

Zanzibar is renowned for its white sandy beaches, turquoise waters and year-round tropical climate. The island enjoys an ‘endless summer’, with temperatures averaging 30°C and plenty of sunshine throughout the year.

Weather Through the Year
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JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 7

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 4
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MARCH

Avg daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 11
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APRIL

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 18
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MAY

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 13
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JUNE

Avg daytime max: 26°C
Days of rainfall: 5
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JULY

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 4
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AUGUST

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

Avg daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 3
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OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 5
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NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 8

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 8




GET PREPARED
FOR TANZANIA

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

Smart casual Although foreign visitors will usually be forgiven most fashion faux pas (even socks with sandals), avoid skimpy, dirty or torn clothing. On most occasions and in most places, casual, clean and smart but comfortable attire will be appropriate. In some upmarket places, dress standards are a little higher, but, again, smart casual is always acceptable.

Layers Areas at higher altitude can get cool at night, so pack a light jacket if you’ll be visiting highland areas.

Covering up Throughout the country, and especially along the coast, women can’t go wrong by avoiding sleeveless tops and by erring on the side of modesty, with skirts or trousers. Everybody should remember a sun hat or cap for the strong tropical sun.


Manners

Visiting homes Before entering someone’s house, call out Hodi (May I enter?), then wait for the inevitable Karibu (Welcome).

Gifts Receive gifts with both hands, or with the right hand while touching the left hand to your right elbow.

Dining Where possible, don’t eat or pass things with the left hand.

Dealing with authority Respect authority, avoid impatience; let deference and good humour see you through.




READ
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The Tree Where Man Was Born (Peter Matthiessen; 1972) Lyrical account of northern Tanzania’s people and landscapes.

[image: jpg]

Paradise (Abdulrazak Gurnah; 1994) Tanzania’s 2021 Nobel Prize–winning author expertly explores colonialism and migration.

[image: jpg]

Parched Earth (Elieshi Lema; 2001) Dazzling debut novel filled with reflections on modern-day womanhood.

[image: jpg]

Lions in the Balance: Man-Eaters, Manes, and Men with Guns (Craig Packer; 2015) Explores the complex politics of lion conservation.




Words

jambo (jum-bo) The quintessential Swahili greeting, sometimes said twice (jambo jambo) by the over-enthusiastic. Often prompts hotel staff to burst into song on big occasions.

habari (ha-bah-ree) Literally ‘hi’ or ‘hello’, although in tourist circles it’s less common than jambo.

habari gani (ha-bah-ree gah-nee) ‘What’s happening? What’s the news?’ Made famous by the Jambo Bwana song.

mzuri sana (m-zoo-ree sah-na) ‘Very good.’ Now you know most of the words of the famous song.

asante sana (a-san-tay sah-na) ‘Thank you very much.’

karibu sana (kah-ree-boo sah-na) ‘You’re welcome’ – it’s both the response to ‘thank you’ and the way you’ll be welcomed to a hotel etc.

karibuni (kah-ree-boo-nee) Used when saying ‘you’re welcome’ to more than one person.

kwa heri (kwah hay-ree) ‘Goodbye.’

lala salama (la-la sah-la-ma) ‘Good night’ – it’s often the last word someone will say to you (whether the Maasai warrior escorting you back to your tent, or the waiter in a restaurant) when you retire for the night.

samahani (sah-mah-hah-nee) ‘Sorry’ or ‘Excuse me’ (also when trying to get someone’s attention).

pole pole (poh-ley poh-ley) ‘Slowly slowly’ – used in many contexts, from ‘calm down’ to ‘drive more slowly’.

sawa (sah-wa) ‘OK’ – often repeated (as in sawa sawa). You’ll hear it everywhere, from ‘all good’ to ‘yes, that’s fine’.




WATCH

[image: jpg]
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People of the Forest: The Chimps of Gombe (Hugo van Lawick; 1988) Gombe’s chimpanzees up close.

Wahenga – The Ancestors (Amil Shivji & Rebecca Yeong Ae Corey; 2018) Follows John Kitime as he puts together a band to recreate the classic Tanzanian sound.

Samira’s Dream (Nino Tropiano; 2019) Uplifting documentary set in Zanzibar about a young woman’s dreams of success and family.

Tanzania: The Royal Tour (John Feist; 2022) Peter Greenberg travels around Tanzania with President Samia Suluhu Hassan.




LISTEN

Ujumbe (Samba Mapangala & Orchestra Virunga; 2001) Tanzania’s love affair with Congolese rhythms reaches a high point here.

Maria Salome (Saida Karoli; 2001) Mellow, traditional Swahili vocals from a singer whose fan base extends across East Africa.

Ghetto Blues (Baqabo; 2021) Irresistible album from a talented band of Tanzanian blues musicians.

Only One King (Ali Kiba; 2021) Catchy mainstream beats and vocals by one of Tanzania’s most popular singers.







THE FOOD SCENE

You’ll eat well in Tanzania, from street food with locals or seafood by the sea, to fine dining in a high-end safari camp.
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Seafood skewers, Darajani Bazaar, Stone Town | Marta Miranka/shutterstock ©

It’s true that the everyday food Tanzanians eat is more often functional than exciting (though a good fish biryani can be a tasty and strangely addictive experience), but there is actually great variety among Tanzanian staples: a coastal journey will taste very different to one that ranges across the interior or draws near to Lake Tanganyika. And eating with Tanzanians is almost always a wonderfully social affair: it’s a great way to meet people and to encounter local customs, even on those occasions when the quality of the company outstrips the quality of the food.

If you’re on safari, many lodges and tented camps now put high-quality cuisine at the heart of the safari experience. The better ones of these offer a mix of local dishes among the more international flavours that are the norm; Swahili banquet night is always one to enjoy. And there’s even a fledgling push to restore local and indigenous foods emerging from the country’s north.


Best Tanzanian Dishes

BIRYANI/PILAU

Seasoned rice, usually cooked with fish, beef or chicken.

UROJO

A filling, delicious Zanzibari soup; served with a variety of toppings.

MISHIKAKI

Marinated, grilled meat kebabs.

Pweza

Octopus, usually served grilled.

Samosa

Spicy or mild, vegetarian or filled with meat, all often served with masala chai.

Vitumbua

Small, puffy rice cakes resembling tiny, thick pancakes; they’re popular morning snacks.

mkate wa kumimina

Bread made from a batter similar to that used for making vitumbua.

Fish Curry

Popular along the coast, usually cooked in coconut milk.

Senene

Fried grasshoppers, especially popular around Bukoba in December.



Eating Tanzanian-Style

Traditionally, Tanzanians eat at home. When they do eat out, it’s usually because they can’t make it home for lunch, and the food is an extension of home-cooked meals. Such meals are served in mama lishe, roadside stalls where the local ‘mama’ prepares a plate of the day, or hoteli (informal restaurants); look for the day’s menu written on a blackboard. Night markets, where vendors set up roadside grills, are also popular.

Western-style restaurants frequented by locals are increasingly common in urban areas. They’re especially popular among younger, middle-class Tanzanians who have more money and are looking for something more than ugali and rice.

Three meals a day is usual, although breakfast is frequently nothing more than kahawa (coffee) or chai (tea) and mkate (bread). The main meal is eaten at midday. If you’re on a high-end safari, expect a full buffet breakfast, and either buffets for both lunch and dinner or three courses for each meal.

Banana Beer & Other Drinks

Local drinks can be a real highlight of your visit. The main local soft drink is Tangawizi, a local version of ginger ale. In the Tanga area and around Lake Victoria watch for mtindi and mgando, cultured-milk products similar to yoghurt, and usually drunk with a straw out of plastic bags. Sweet or salty Indian-style lassi drinks are also available in many areas.

Tanzania’s array of beers includes the local Safari, Serengeti and Kilimanjaro labels, plus Castle Lager and various Kenyan and German beers. Finding a beer is usually no problem, but finding a cold one can be a challenge. Around Kilimanjaro, watch for mbege (banana beer). Local brews made from pawpaw (papaya) are also common. Tanzania also has a small, aspirational wine industry based in Dodoma, but the country is much better at making coffee.
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TANZANIA’S BEST COFFEE
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Tanzania has a long history of producing delicious coffee. Here are some places to try the local blends:

Zanzibar Coffee House (pictured above) Sip coffee in a boutique hotel in Zanzibar Town.

Utengule Coffee Lodge Located near Mbeya, it also offers coffee tours.

Coffee Union Café A real hub of local and expat life in Moshi.

Mr Kahawa Cafe Place to go for both coffee and cocktails in Paje on Zanzibar Island.

Arusha Coffee Lodge In the middle of a scenic coffee plantation on the outskirts of Arusha.

Ridge Cafe Enjoy gourmet coffee with some baked delicacies in Mbeya.



Specialities


Try these local favorites when traveling in Tanzania.

Staples

Ugali Made from maize and/or cassava flour and usually served with a sauce containing meat, fish, beans or greens.

Chipsi mayai Omelette with chips inside.

Uji A thin, sweet porridge made from bean, millet or other flour, often eaten for breakfast; watch for ladies stirring bubbling pots of it on street corners in the early morning.

Wali na maharagwe Rice and beans.

Snacks & Street Food

Fresh fruit In Dar es Salaam, fruit vendors sell cups of jackfruit, prepared mangoes, or whatever is in season.

Kiti moto Literally ‘hot seat’; fried pork bits.

Nyama choma Seasoned barbecued or roasted meat.

Dare to Try

Kumbikumbi Winged termites, but the wings are pulled off first.

Monkey If you go hunting with the Hadzabe, you may be offered monkey meat, cooked over an open fire.
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Street vendor, Dar es Salaam | SUN_SHINE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Brews & Beverages

Gongo Also called nipa; an illegal distilled cashew drink – but the brewed version, uraka, is legal.

Mbege Banana beer.

Pombe Sugar-cane beer.

Tanzanian wine From Dodoma; some drops are quite drinkable, but listed here less for its quality than for the fact that it exists at all.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Rock Restaurant Eat fresh seafood surrounded by the sea in Pingwe, on Zanzibar’s Michamvi Peninsula.

Chole Mjini Enjoy a candlelight dinner under the stars in the Mafia Archipelago.

Hatari Lodge The place for a fabulous meal cooked with traditional ingredients restored to their rightful place on the Tanzanian table.

Freshly caught fish Grilled and eaten on the beach under the stars at Msimbati, Masoko Pwani (Kilwa), Bweni (Mafia) or anywhere along the coast.

Bush breakfast or dinner Dine under the stars or out in the bush somewhere in the Serengeti National Park while out on safari.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Cashew season kicks in around November throughout the south. Mangoes, avocados and and pineapples are all spring fruits in Tanzania. With the November rains come great plantings and the promise of summer fruits.
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SUMMER

Mango season continues until March, while ripe (and often green-skinned) oranges begin to appear around December. Kachumbari (the local tomato-and-onion salad) accompanies meals at this time.
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ALKARNASIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

AUTUMN

The rains coincide with the return of passionfruits and other predominantly winter fruits. In years of good rain, post-rain harvests fill the markets with fruits and vegetables.
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WINTER

The harvest spills over into ‘winter’, better known as the heart of the dry season. The markets sell beans, peas, onions, potatoes and more, and dishes increasingly reflect their availability.
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TRIP PLANNER

SAFARIS

The very idea of going on safari – the word ‘safari’ means ‘journey’ in Swahili – was born in East Africa, and they’ve perfected it in Tanzania. Going on safari here means watching Africa’s charismatic megafauna in some of the most beautiful landscapes on the continent. If that sounds appealing, read on.
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Serengeti National Park | Delbars/shutterstock ©

Tanzania’s national parks and other protected areas read like a roll call of safari excellence: Serengeti, Ngorongoro, Nyerere (previously known as Selous), Tarangire, Lake Manyara, Gombe, Mahale Mountains, Ruaha... And each one offers a different experience, from guided luxury safaris and mobile tented camps that follow the massed herds of the Great Migration to walking safaris and night drives.

WHERE TO GO ON SAFARI

To follow in the footsteps of Jane Goodall and commune with chimpanzees, Mahale Mountains and Gombe National Park should be on your list. If big cats excite you, then you can take your pick of Serengeti, Ngorongoro, Tarangire, Nyerere or Ruaha, while if elephants are your thing, it has to be Tarangire. And for a mix of amazing animals on a jaw-dropping level, choose the Serengeti during the Great Migration.

In other parks, wildlife may be less prolific, and you may have to work a little harder to see the animals, but there’s a palpable sense of wilderness to enjoy while you do. This applies especially to Katavi and one of Tanzania’s newest (2019) national parks, Burigi-Chato.

PLANNING YOUR SAFARI

Dream big, but be realistic. It’s far better to explore a few places well than try to see too much.

SafariBookings (safaribookings.com) is an excellent resource for seeing what’s possible, learning about Tanzania’s parks, and even booking a safari. Also check out the Tanzania Association of Tour Operators (tatotz.org) to ensure that any company you travel with is properly registered.

Most safari travellers book their trips well before they arrive in Tanzania; during high season, many high-end safaris and accommodation places are booked out months in advance.

If you have lots of time and you’re willing to run the gauntlet of safari touts, you could book your trip once you arrive; this is common among budget safari travellers. Arusha (for northern parks), Dar es Salaam (for the south) or Kigoma (for the west) are the best bases for organising trips.


WHEN TO GO ON SAFARI

Getting around is easier throughout the country in the dry season (June to October), and in many parks this is when animals are easier to find around water holes and rivers. Foliage is also less dense and grass is shorter, making it easier to spot wildlife. However, as the dry season corresponds in part with the travel high season, lodges and camps become overcrowded and accommodation prices are at a premium. Some accommodation, mainly in Nyerere and Ruaha National Parks, and in the western parks, closes for a month or so around April and May.

For birdwatching, the rainy season (November/December through April) is particularly rewarding: this is when migratory species from Europe and North Africa are in the area. If you’re planning your safari around specific events such as the Great Migration in the Serengeti, remember that the timing varies from year to year and is difficult to predict accurately.



TYPES OF SAFARI

Vehicle safaris will often be the only option available. Most 4WD safari vehicles have either open sides with a canvas roof and tiered seating, or a pop-up roof. The minivans that you see in Kenya are not permitted in Tanzanian national parks. Although self-drive safaris are possible, they’re not widely available.

Ask any prospective safari operators how many travellers will be in each vehicle. Most safari quotes are based on groups of three to four passengers, which is about the maximum for comfort.

You may need to choose between a group safari and a private safari. On a group safari, you’ll share the guide and safari vehicles (and the costs) with other travellers who book the same tour. On a private tour, you’ll have the guide and the vehicles to yourself, but you’ll pay for the privilege.

On a typical day, you’ll wake just before dawn and leave for an early morning wildlife drive; animals are most active at this time (or in the late afternoon) and the light is perfect. Either take breakfast with you or return mid-morning. Enjoy lunch in camp, then relax until afternoon tea, before heading out on your afternoon wildlife drive. Just before sunset, you might stop for a sundowner. Back in camp, it’s dinner under the stars or even a night drive, before an early night in readiness for another early start.
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Serengeti National Park | Freda Bouskoutas/shutterstock


BEST TANZANIAN SAFARI DESTINATIONS

• Primates Udzungwa Mountains National Park has 10 primate species, more than any other Tanzanian park.

• Flamingos Lake Natron is most famous, but you can get much closer in Momella Lakes (Arusha National Park) and Lake Ndutu (just outside the southern Serengeti).

• Birdwatching Tarangire National Park (more than 500 species) and Udzungwa Mountains (around 400) have the highest bird counts.

• Boat safaris The best place for boat safaris is along the Rufiji River in Nyerere National Park. Saadani National Park is also a possibility.

• Walking safaris Parks where you can walk (usually with an armed escort) include Serengeti, Lake Manyara, Mahale Mountains, Gombe and Arusha.

• Night drives Guided wildlife drives after dark are possible in Katavi, Ruaha, Mikumi, Tarangire, Lake Manyara, Nyerere and Burigi-Chato national parks.

• Horseback safaris Available in West Kilimanjaro, Lake Babati, Zanzibar and close to Mbeya.

• Hot-air-balloon safaris One of the signature activities in the Serengeti. Operators come and go in other parks.



COSTS

Most safari quotes include park entrance fees, accommodation, guide, driver and transport costs to/from the park and within the park, but always confirm before paying.

If you’re on an all-inclusive package, meals and most drinks as well as most activities (including wildlife drives) will likely be included. Even on such packages, some activities (such as hot-air ballooning) may be optional extras.

If you choose accommodation-only prices, you’ll need to pay extra for meals and drinks (alcoholic or not); many operators provide one bottle of water daily. You’ll also pay extra to go on wildlife drives, boat safaris or walks. There’s usually the chance for two of these ‘activities’ per day (each lasting about two to three hours). Costs range from around US$30 per person per activity up to US$300 per vehicle per day for wildlife drives. Budget camping safari prices usually exclude sleeping bag rental (US$5 per day to US$30 per trip).
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TIPPING ON SAFARI

It’s an important part of the safari experience, but also potentially one of the more stressful – how much to tip? It doesn’t help your anxiety to know that the livelihoods of many drivers, guides, cooks and others depend on gratuities.

First, tips or gratuities will always be additional to the price quoted by the operator. Secondly, many operators and lodges or tented camps have tipping guidelines – ask if you’re unsure.

Expect to tip from about US$10 or US$15 per group per day to the driver and/or guide, and from about US$10 per group per day to the cook or other staff members (eg a waiter or housekeeper who has been looking after you for more than a day or two in a lodge). You can, of course, tip more: it’s never a mistake to err on the side of generosity while tipping those who have worked to make your safari experience memorable.

Whenever possible, give your tips directly to the safari company staff whom you want to thank. If you’re tipping in a lodge, there is often a communal box. That way, the money is shared between all staff, not just those dealing directly with travellers.







THE OUTDOORS

There is more to Tanzania than going on safari. It’s one of East Africa’s best hiking destinations and the Indian Ocean coast is ideal for diving and snorkelling.
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Whether you’re looking to add something extra to your safari or hoping to make outdoor activities the main focus of your visit, Tanzania is a fabulous all-round destination. Here you can hike to the summit of Africa’s highest mountain or dive and snorkel with manta rays off the coast of Zanzibar. In between these two iconic Tanzanian experiences, there’s a whole world of outdoor possibilities.

TREKKING & HIKING

Tanzania is a world-class hiking destination. The star of the show is Mt Kilimanjaro (5896m), Africa’s highest mountain, followed by Mt Meru (4566m), Mt Hanang (3417m), Ol Doinyo Lengai (2962m) and Mt Longido (2637m). Although mountains are not to be underestimated, each of these is a strenuous trek rather than a technical mountain climb. Mt Kilimanjaro (at least one week) and Mt Meru (three to four days) are serious expeditions that require careful planning; the others will have you up to the summit and back in a day or two.

Trails on these mountains can be crowded in high season (June to October, with another mini peak from mid-December to February). The same is very rarely true of the country’s other trekking trails. In the Crater Highlands, you’ll encounter more Maasai than other travellers. Other superb options include village-to-village walks through the Usambara Mountains, the forested trails of the Udzungwa Mountains, and the wildflower-strewn paths of Kitulo National Park. Other, off-the-beaten track hiking areas include Mahale Mountains National Park, the Pare and Uluguru Mountains and the areas around Iringa, Mbeya and Tukuyu. On Zanzibar, walk Jozani-Chwaka Bay National Park and Ngezi Forest.

In national parks, a guide and/or an armed escort may be required.


More Adventures

Horse Riding

Ride on horseback across the glorious contours of West Kilimanjaro, enjoying Mt Kilimanjaro views.

fishing

Catch your own lunch or dinner in Menai Bay, off the southern coast of Zanzibar Island.

Kayaking

Kayak the calm waters of Chwaka Bay with sea turtles along Zanzibar’s west coast.

Swimming with dolphins

Share the water with the gentle, playful creatures in the waters of Zanzibar’s Kizimkazi.

Nature walks

Take a walk with a Maasai healer and learn about medicinal plants near Ruaha National Park in the Southern Highlands.

Canyoning

Try Tanzania’s first canyoning adventure in a little-known corner of Arusha National Park.

Cycling Zanzibar

Explore Zanzibar’s Stone Town by bicycle and then pedal out into a local spice farm.



Diving & Snorkelling

From Tanzania’s heights to the country’s Indian Ocean depths, the country’s underwater world is just as amazing as its terrestrial attractions. Take Zanzibar, for example. The island’s north has excellent fish diversity and many pelagics, while Stone Town offers wrecks and reefs. Still within the Zanzibar Archipelago, Mnemba Atoll, Misali Island and Pemba are all special. Unlike Zanzibar Island, which is a continental island, Pemba is oceanic, located in a deep channel with a steeply dropping shelf, such as off the Kigomasha Peninsula. This makes diving more challenging, with an emphasis on wall and drift dives, though there are some sheltered areas for beginners around Misali Island.

For a quieter scene elsewhere, Mafia Island offers divers excellent corals, good fish variety, including pelagics, and uncrowded diving. You could also try Maziwe Island Marine Park (off Pangani), and Mnazi Bay-Ruvuma Estuary Marine Park. And for something completely different, go snorkelling out west amid the cichlids in the clear waters of Lake Tanganyika, off Kipili.

Diving is possible year-round, although conditions vary. Late March until mid-June is generally least favourable. July to March tends to be the best time overall, with the calmest months generally September to November, during the lull between the annual monsoons.
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FAMILY ADVENTURES

Play at the beach on lovely stretches of soft sand in east-coast Zanzibar.

Take a day trip on a dhow off Mafia Island and discover quiet beaches and fun snorkelling.

Fly up, up and away with a Serengeti balloon safari.

Drive down into Ngorongoro Crater for almost-guaranteed wildlife sightings with family-friendly accommodation close by.

Join the conservation effort at Usangu Expedition Camp in Ruaha National Park; only for children 12 and over.

Go hunting with the Hadzabe by the shores of Lake Eyasi and learn about subsistence life.

Hike the lovely scenery of the Usambara Mountains with cooler temperatures and family-friendly accommodation.



ACTION AREAS

Where to find Tanzania’s best outdoor activities.
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THE GUIDE

TANZANIA

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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Dar es Salaam
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TROPICAL METROPOLIS WITH LONG ROOTS

Tanzania’s largest city is a down-to-earth place, packed with hidden gems and rewarding to explore.
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From humble beginnings as the sleepy Zaramo fishing village of Mzizima, Dar es Salaam (or ‘Dar’, as it’s commonly known) has grown into a thriving tropical metropolis of almost eight million people. It is East Africa’s second-busiest port (after Mombasa in Kenya) and Tanzania’s commercial hub. Yet, at heart, it’s a welcoming, friendly place with a down-to-earth feel. Each of its neighbourhoods is full of personality. Rimming the central area is Kivukoni Front, with a bustling fish market and beach at its eastern tip, where dhows dock at dawn to offload the night’s catch. To the west of the fish market, historic buildings mixing African, Arabic, Indian and German architecture rub shoulders with towering, modern high-rises. Sidewalk vendors hawk everything from hot tea to phone chargers, and bajaji (tuk-tuks) and motorcycle taxis whizz around the street corners. About 7km north, on the Msasani Peninsula, embassies and upmarket residences line the streets, butterflies flit amid cascades of magenta-coloured bougainvillea, sea breezes provide relief from the heat, and excellent cafes, markets and restaurants abound. Further north, and south, of the city, sandy beaches and islands beckon, while to the southwest, past the international airport, the shady hiking trails of Pugu Kazimzumbwi Nature Reserve offer a respite from the urban bustle.

It was Sultan Sayyid Majid of Zanzibar, who in 1862 chose the city’s then-isolated location on a broad, natural bay as the site of his new summer palace, and who gave Dar es Salaam its name. He probably never imagined that his ‘Haven of Peace’ would go on to become capital of German East Africa and hub of a trade route stretching to Lake Tanganyika in Central Africa. Today, Dar is confidently coming into its own. The sleek international airport terminal is a point of national pride, new ‘fly-overs’ and a bus rapid-transit system have considerably eased the once-notorious traffic jams, and the railway line west is being upgraded to modern standard gauge.

Although many travellers bypass Dar completely, it’s well worth lingering for at least several days to experience the city’s eclectic cultural mix and languid vibe.
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THE MAIN AREAS

City Centre

Historic buildings and low-key charm.

MSASANI PENINSULA

Sea breezes, crafts and fine dining.

NORTH OF DAR ES SALAAM

Islands, wood carvings and beaches.

South OF DAR ES SALAAM

Coastal life, forest trails and local culture.



Find Your Way

The main areas of interest are the city centre and Msasani Peninsula. North of Dar are Jangwani and Kunduchi beaches and Mwenge Carvers’ Market, while south of town is South Beach, on the Kigamboni Peninsula. To the southwest is Pugu Kazimzumbwi Nature Reserve.
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Plan Your Days

If your time is limited, focus on the city centre and Msasani Peninsula; both are within easy reach of the airport. For longer stays, add a day or two north or south of town.
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One Day in Dar

Starting early, explore the city centre, stopping for a light breakfast at one of the tea shops around Kisutu St before visiting the National Museum and the Kivukoni fish market. Spend the afternoon shopping for Tingatinga paintings or for crafts at Drum and the Slipway, before finishing with sundowners at Wavuvi Kempu or Level 8.




More Time to Spend

After covering the city centre and Msasani Peninsula (see left), head to the Village Museum and Mwenge Carvers’ Market. Continue to the beaches near White Sands Hotel & Resort to arrange a boat for snorkelling around Fungu Yasini and Mbudya islands. Finish with a tour of the Kunduchi ruins before drinks and dinner back in town.



You’ll also want to...

TAKE A CULTURAL TOUR

Whether on foot, by bike or with a bajaji, discover an insider’s view of Dar es Salaam.

SIP FRESH COCONUT WATER

Stroll along Coco Beach and finish up with the dafu vendors for a refreshing drink.

PADDLE A KAYAK

Set off along the coast and through the mangroves of Siwatibe Creek, at lovely South Beach.

HEAD OUT HIKING

Pull on your boots and spend a day on the shady trails of Pugu Kazimzumbwi Nature Reserve.



CITY CENTRE


Historic buildings and low-key charm

Tea vendors stroll the pavements clacking coins to attract customers. Sidewalk shops sell spicy samosas and sweet peda (cookie-like desserts). Historical buildings reflecting African, Arabic, Indian and German influences grace the streets around the harbour, intermingling with architecturally striking high-rises. Sidewalk sellers hawk seasonal fruit, and cobblers sit at their benches in the shade, giving new life to even the most worn-out pair of shoes. Massive container ships line up at the harbour, waiting to offload their cargo. Speeding bajaji and motorcycle taxis make crossing the street an adventure.

Central Dar es Salaam is congested, atmospheric and full of hidden corners to discover. You can make things as luxurious or as budget-friendly as you wish, with hotels and restaurants ranging from simple, local-style establishments to five-star luxury. Whatever you choose, if you give it a chance, the city centre is likely to tempt you back with its earthy appeal.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kisutu Street

2National Museum

SIGHTS

3Botanical Gardens

4Kivukoni Fish Market

SLEEPING

5Chelsea Hotel

6Dar es Salaam Serena Hotel

7Econo Lodge

8Hyatt Regency Dar es Salaam

9Luther House Hostel

10Safari Inn

11Sleep Inn City Centre

12Southern Sun

EATING

13Chapan Bhog

14Chef’s Pride

15Chilli and Lime

16Chowpatty

17Mamboz BBQ

DRINKING

18A. Tea Room

19Akemi Revolving Restaurant

see 8Level 8

SHOPPING

20Kisutu Market

21Textile Vendors




TOP TIP

Although it can initially seem forbidding, with its crowded streets, honking horns and speeding motorcycle taxis, walking is the best way to explore the city centre. Once away from the area around the Zanzibar ferry terminal and Samora Ave, where touts and hustlers abound, the atmosphere is generally subdued and hassle-free.



Kisutu (Temple) St Area

SPICY SAMOSAS AND INDIAN TRADING HOUSES

The Kisutu and Mchafukoge neighbourhoods around Kisutu, Zanaki and Libya Sts make up Dar es Salaam’s Asian quarter. Stop at A. Tea Room, with its chairs spilling out onto the sidewalk and its loyal group of morning regulars, chatting about the day’s events. Or enjoy chai masala (spiced milk tea) and a meal at Chapan Bhog, a vegetarian nirvana with its quiet interior and scrumptious menu. Other eating options include Chowpatty and Chili and Lime. Walk east along Kisutu St, with its beautiful Hindu temple, and enjoy the neighbourhood’s ambience – its daily rhythms going on as they have for decades.
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Kisutu Street | EQRoy/shutterstock ©

Kivukoni Fish Market

FRESH SEAFOOD AND SPIRITED AUCTIONS

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

More in the city centre

A Morning at the National Museum

FOSSILS, ARTWORK AND VINTAGE CARS

Tucked away on a leafy side street is Tanzania’s National Museum & House of Culture. Visiting its exhibits, with their wide-ranging themes, easily fills a morning. Guides can be arranged at the entrance, or you can explore on your own; signboards are in both Swahili and English.

If you’re planning to visit the ruins at Kilwa Kisiwani later on your travels, it’s well worth seeing the display on the Shirazi civilisation of Kilwa. Its documentation and artefacts hint at the extent of Tanzania’s early coastal trading networks, and will give life and context to the Kisiwani ruins.

Other worthwhile displays include those on the Zanzibar slave trade and on the German and British colonial periods. For vintage auto aficionados, there’s a small special collection near the courtyard, including the Rolls Royce used first by the British colonial government and later by Julius Nyerere.

For copies of the famous fossil discoveries of zinjanthropus (‘nutcracker man’), plus other archaeological finds, head to the Human Evolution section. En route, watch for the huge giant clam fossil that was found just north of Dar near Kunduchi.

The museum’s art section is a real highlight, with displays of African rock art and Makonde sculptures, plus a range of paintings and other works by contemporary Tanzanian artists, including George Lilanga and Elias Jengo. While making the rounds, don’t miss the lovely Arabic-style keyhole architecture of some of the museum’s doors and windows.

If you have energy afterwards, Dar’s small and rather neglected botanical gardens are just around the corner.


TOP CITY CENTRE ACCOMMODATION

Hyatt Regency

Dar’s classiest hotel, with harbour views from the rooftop bar and spacious, tasteful rooms. $$$

Dar es Salaam Serena Hotel

Large pool, expansive gardens and views over the Gymkhana golf course. $$$

Chelsea Hotel

Spotless rooms and a convenient location near the Zanzibar ferry terminal. $

Econo lodge

Bland but good-value rooms in the Kisutu St area; cash only. $

Luther House Hostel

A good, harbour-side location and recently-renovated rooms. $

Sleep Inn City Centre

In the heart of the Asian quarter, with clean, functional rooms. $$

Safari Inn

A long-standing budget-travellers’ haunt in the heart of downtown. $

Southern Sun

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



BEST VIEWS OF DAR

Level 8

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

Akemi Revolving Restaurant

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

Sea Cliff Hotel

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

Shopping Local Style

HEAPING PILES OF FRUIT AND SPICES

Markets in Dar es Salaam are chaotic, colourful and overflowing with vegetables, fruits, spices, plastic ware, clothing, electronics and more. For a gentle introduction, start at the quiet Kisutu Market. The ground floor is nondescript, but the 1st and 2nd floors have fresh produce and spice sellers. Nearby, the corner of Bibi Titi Mohammed St and Uhuru St is lined with textile vendors, some in streetside shops and others tucked away in inner passageways. This is a good place to look for kitenge (large, colourfully patterned textiles) and kanga (lighter cotton wrap-arounds, often with proverbs printed along the edge). Each shop has a slightly different selection, and everyone has their favourites. Dora’s and Rehema’s shops make good starting points, and you can branch out from there.

About a 10-minute walk away, through a busy part of the city, is packed, heaving, vibrant Kariakoo Market – the city’s largest and busiest. You can find almost anything here, with the wares grouped into different areas, although at time of research vendors filled the nearby streets while the market building was being reconstructed after a fire.



Kivukoni Front Walking Tour
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The area around Kivukoni Front, bordering the harbour, is Dar es Salaam’s historical centre, and is easy to explore on foot. Start to the west, diagonally opposite the Zanzibar ferry terminal, with the landmark 1 St Joseph’s Cathedral, built around 1902 by German missionaries and notable for its stained-glass windows and carved altar relief. One block east, near the Old Post Office, is the 2 White Fathers’ Mission House (Atiman House), one of the city’s oldest buildings, while several blocks further east is the 3 Azania Front Lutheran Cathedral, also built at the turn of the 20th century by German missionaries, and unmissable with its red-roofed belfry. Both the Catholic and Lutheran cathedrals are in active use, and the singing at services is a real highlight. Just east of the Lutheran cathedral, around the 4 Hyatt Regency Dar es Salaam, is a collection of 5 government buildings with wooden doorways, breezy arches and German colonial-era architecture. Carry on northeast to the beautiful 6 State House (Ikulu), which you can only observe from a distance. From here, make your way to the 7 Kivukoni fish market, if you didn’t get a chance to visit earlier, after which you can continue around Barack Obama Dr – in a bajaji, rather than on foot – to the 8 Ocean Road Cancer Institute, with its mix of new buildings and the old, original sections dating to 1897. The small domed structure is where Robert Koch carried out his pioneering research on malaria and tuberculosis around the turn of the 20th century. Turning southwest, cross Luthuli St to 9 Karimjee Hall, the former house of parliament where Julius Nyerere was sworn in as president, before finishing up with a cup of fresh fruit from the vendors in the streets around the 10 National Museum.



Sidewalk Fruit Sensations

FRESH FRUIT LOCAL STYLE

Dar’s sidewalk fruit vendors are legendary. You’ll find them on corners throughout the city, hawking their wares. Jackfruit (fenesi), in season around March, is a highlight. The vendors cut it into small pieces, which they sell by the cupful, complete with a toothpick for eating. Mangoes are another treat, served peeled and slivered, with a squirt from a recycled plastic water bottle to clean your hands before and after. Around November and December, keep an eye out for oranges – expertly peeled, halved and then eaten as if sipping from a cup.


BEST DINING IN THE CITY CENTRE

Hyatt Regency Dar es Salaam

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

Mamboz BBQ

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

Chef’s Pride

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

Dar es Salaam Serena Hotel

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

Luther House Hostel Restaurant

Reliable Tanzanian-style budget meals. $



Riding the BRT

DAR’S RAPID TRANSIT SYSTEM

Dar es Salaam’s Bus Rapid Transport system (BRT) is known locally as mwendo kasi (‘high speed’). The long, blue buses are usually jam-packed, but generally beat the traffic jams as they have their own lanes. Most visitors won’t need to use the BRT, but if you want to give it a try, one useful line begins directly opposite the Zanzibar ferry terminal and goes to Mbezi Luis neighbourhood and the Magufuli Bus Terminal – the city’s main station for long-haul routes to all corners of Tanzania. Catch the bus marked ‘Mbezi’ and take it to the end (Tsh1200), where you’ll need to walk a short distance over to the terminal, or take the bus marked ‘Kimara’ to its terminus, where you’ll need to transfer to a Mbezi bus. These lines run from 4.30am until noon and 3.30pm until 10pm on weekdays and from 5am to 8pm on weekends.

WHERE TO FIND TANZANIAN-GROWN COFFEE IN DAR

Msumbi Coffee

Transported directly from Tanzania’s southern highlands to Msumbi Cafe at the Msasani Slipway.

Ridge Cafe

Sweet and savoury snacks complement Ridge Cafe’s Tanzanian-grown, fair-trade coffees.

Kaffé Koffee

Local coffee, including Tanzania’s famous Peaberry, plus cheescakes, juices and sweets.



MSASANI PENINSULA


Sea breezes, crafts and fine dining

With its ocean breezes, turquoise vistas and gardens overflowing with flowers and butterflies, Msasani Peninsula – Dar es Salaam’s diplomatic and upmarket residential quarter – offers a pleasant respite from the bustle of the city centre. The new, 1km-long Tanzanite Bridge has eliminated the previous traffic bottleneck on Selander Bridge, and it’s now quite feasible to base yourself here during your time in Dar. Enjoy an ever-changing array of restaurants and cafes, take the ferry over to nearby Bongoyo Island for an afternoon on the beach, shop for crafts and artwork at the Msasani Slipway or the Tingatinga centre at Morogoro Stores, pamper yourself at one of the many comfortable hotels, sip fresh coconut water at Coco Beach and enjoy the local nightlife. With the backdrop of blue skies, sea views and relaxed pace, one day blends easily into the next and you won’t want to tear yourself away.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Tingatinga Arts Cooperative Society

SIGHTS

2Drum

3Nafasi Art Space

4Undarey Art Gallery

SLEEPING

5Alexander’s Hotel

6CEFA Hostel

7Coral Beach Hotel

8Golden Tulip Hotel

9Marina Treeshade Apartments

10Mathra Serviced Apartments

11Mediterraneo Hotel

12Sea Cliff Hotel

13Slipway Hotel

EATING

14Addis in Dar

15Chengdu Restaurant

16Coco Beach

17Épi d’Or

see 12Karambezi Cafe

18Mama Afrika

19Moyo Steak House

20Waterfront Restaurant

21Wavuvi Kempu

22Zuane Trattoria & Pizzeria

DRINKING

23Elements

24Havoc

25Kaffé Koffee

26Mercy (Dora’s) Juice Bar

27Msumbi Coffee

28Ridge Cafe

29Samaki Samaki

30Warehouse

see 21Wavuvi Kempu

SHOPPING

31A Novel Idea




TOP TIP

Bajaji, taxis and walking are the best ways to get around the peninsula, although it’s not recommended to walk alone at any time along the northern reaches of Toure Dr and on the road near Coco Beach, nor at night along Chole Rd. The Sunday morning yacht club races in Msasani Bay are fun to watch.



Tingatinga Workshop

AN EXPLOSION OF COLOUR AND TALENT

A visit to the Tingatinga Arts Cooperative Society workshop at Morogoro Stores is a Dar es Salaam highlight. As you enter the compound, make your way past a row of outdoor shops into the main building, where there are paintings everywhere. The selection of topics and styles is excellent. Spend time browsing – the detail in some of the designs is amazing. Watch the artists at work, hear their stories and let them show you some of their favourites. You can also place orders for customised paintings, but allow at least several days for this, depending on the size.

The whole experience is an impressive tribute to Edward Saidi Tingatinga, the self-taught artist who originated Tanzania’s best-known painting style. He was born in 1932 in southern Tanzania’s remote Tunduru district, and after just four years of primary school headed north to Tanga, and then to Dar es Salaam, where he worked as domestic help for a British civil servant. To earn additional income, he began painting fanciful animal designs on small shingles. Agata Mataka, Tingatinga’s wife, sold his paintings at the site of the current workshop, and demand grew rapidly. Tingatinga began to attract a small circle of students, with first his relatives and then others learning to imitate his style. One night in 1972, Tingatinga was mistaken for an escaping thief and fatally shot by the police. Afterwards, his students organised themselves into a partnership, which – with significant support from the Swiss Association for International Cooperation – grew into today’s workshop.
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TINGATINGA PAINTINGS

Traditional Tingatinga paintings are composed in a square format, and generally feature colourful animal motifs against a monochrome background. One of the style’s most distinctive characteristics is its use of undiluted and often unmixed enamel paints, which give the paintings their characteristic glossy appearance. Today, you’ll see many variations on these themes. To enquire how to directly support Tingatinga’s family, some of whom are still active artists, the best contact is Nafasi Art Space.



More in Msasani Peninsula

Art & Culture in Dar

VIBRANT CULTURAL SCENE

Dar es Salaam has a vibrant artistic and cultural scene. An excellent place to start is Nafasi Art Space. The word nafasi, which means both ‘space’ and ‘opportunity’ in Swahili, sums up the centre’s efforts to provide gallery space and opportunities for up-and-coming Tanzanian artists. It’s housed in a compound in Mikocheni neighbourhood, just west of Msasani Peninsula. Staff are incredibly knowledgeable and generous with their time, and there are frequent events, including musical and dance performances, art exhibitions and workshops. Lessons can be arranged with advance notice.

Another artistic hub is Drum, with a tiny gallery, a cafe and a craft shop featuring basketry and jewellery. Proceeds support community-based artistic initiatives. The National Museum, in addition to its permanent art collection, hosts the regular Museum Art Explosion highlighting different aspects of Tanzanian art and culture. Undarey Art Gallery, the personal gallery of renowned Tanzanian artist Undare Mtaki, showcases Mtaki’s paintings – notable for their use of rectangular patterns and unique highlighting effects. Another contemporary Tanzanian artist to watch for is painter and illustrator Amani Abeid.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY ON THE MSASANI PENINSULA

Sea Cliff Hotel

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

Slipway Hotel

Part of the Slipway shopping complex, with spacious rooms and restaurants; also has self-catering apartments. $$

Alexander’s Hotel

Family-run boutique hotel with rooftop terrace and shady courtyard. $$

CEFA Hostel

Spacious budget rooms in an attractive, Mediterranean-style building. $

Golden Tulip Hotel

Good-value rooms, large swimming pool and ocean views. $$



MORE GREAT STAYS ON THE MSASANI PENINSULA

Mediterraneo Hotel

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

Coral Beach Hotel

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

Slipway Serviced Apartments

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

Craft Shopping at Msasani Slipway

BATIKS, BASKETRY AND BAY VIEWS

The Msasani Slipway, overlooking Msasani Bay, is a pleasant place to while away a few hours. Craft shopping here is accessible and easy, with some shops run in collaboration with the artisans, ensuring that your money goes directly to them. Watch for batiks and wall hangings, beaded creations, baskets and more, plus paintings in a separate area near the water. Also here is A Novel Idea bookshop, with many Tanzania-related titles, plus several cafes and restaurants.


BEST PLACES TO EAT ON THE MSASANI PENINSULA

Wavuvi Kempu

On Coco Beach, with seafood, grills and live-music nights. $$

Moyo Steak House

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

Addis in Dar

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

Zuane Trattoria & Pizzeria

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

Slipway Restaurants

A range of eateries, including the Waterfront Restaurant, with sunset views. $$



MORE PLACES TO DRINK OR DINE AROUND THE PENINSULA

Mercy (Dora’s) Juice Bar

Freshly prepared juices of whatever fruits are in season, around the corner from the Msasani Slipway. $

Chengdu Restaurant

Reasonably priced Chinese cuisine served inside or on a covered porch. $

Mama Afrika

Nicely prepared local-style meals on the beach in Kawe. $

Seaside Snacking at Coco Beach

COCONUTS AND LAID-BACK VIBES

Dar es Salaam’s most popular strip of sand, Coco Beach, has had a makeover. It’s now a mix of ‘proper’ restaurants and small food stalls, where you can sip fresh coconut water straight from young coconuts (dafu), snack on grills and chips, and enjoy watching the kite surfers and the beach crowds on weekends, when it’s packed. It can be a bit of a party scene and not recommended for younger children in the evenings or during the regular sunrise parties, but on weekend afternoons, when it’s packed with local youth and families, the vibes are low-key and it’s an authentic slice of local life.

Bongoyo Island Getaway

WHITE SANDS AND SHORT WALKING TRAILS

Bongoyo Island, part of the Dar es Salaam Marine Reserve system, is reached via an easy boat ride from the Msasani Slipway. Snorkelling is possible, but not particularly good (it’s better at nearby Mbudya or Fungu Yasini). But the small beach is relaxing and generally uncrowded on weekdays, and the island makes an agreeable getaway for an afternoon. Ferries from the Slipway run regularly between 9.30am and 5pm, and snorkelling equipment, chairs and umbrellas can be rented from the vendors on Bongoyo, who also sell fish-and-chips and cold drinks. Swimming on Bongoyo isn’t tide dependent, as it is on the mainland, and there are some short walking trails. Camping is possible with advance notice (make arrangements at the Slipway ferry ticket office), although sometimes a minimum group size of four is enforced.

A Night Out in Dar

GOOD DANCING, GOOD VIBES

Dar es Salaam has an excellent nightlife scene, with good vibes, good music and good dancing. Things start warming up between 9pm and 10pm, but only properly get going from around midnight. Hire a taxi, travel in a group and head out for some fun.

Havoc, on top of Renaissance Plaza on Haile Selassie Rd, has DJs and a large dance floor. South of here along the same road is a cluster of places all within a few minutes’ walk of each other. Samaki Samaki is a restaurant by day that transforms into a nightclub as the evening advances. Just beyond is Elements, a restaurant, lounge and classic clubbing experience, while across the street is Warehouse bar. A quick taxi ride east to Coco Beach brings you to Wavuvi Kempu, which has a bit of everything, including sunrise beach parties. Kitambaa Cheupe, in Sinza neighbourhood, near Mwenge Carvers’ Market, draws a good local crowd with its dancing and sports screen.

On Saturdays and, especially, Sundays, Kidimbwi, north of town on the sand at Mbezi Beach, is the place to go. It warms up in the afternoon, comes alive just after dark and goes until late. For Swahili flavour and an authentic vibe, try KB Bar on Bagamoyo Rd in Tegeta area, with its local music and performers.


I LIVE HERE: WELCOME TO DAR ES SALAAM
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Kanani Peter Mhinzi, a mother of four who has lived most of her life in Dar es Salaam, shares some thoughts about her home:

Dar es Salaam is a beautiful city, full of history and welcoming to visitors. Over the years, I have seen many foreigners come to explore this history for themselves. I recommend that they not miss the Village Museum, the Kunduchi beach ruins and the Mwenge carvers’ market. Dar es Salaam is a safe and secure travel hub. I invite you to experience all the city has to offer, either at the start of your travels or once you have journeyed through the rest of the country.



Cultural Tours in Dar

GETTING TO DAR’S ROOTS

Get behind the scenes, and experience a side of Dar that few visitors see, on one of the city tours offered by Afri Roots. The tours, which are done on bicycle, by bajaji or on foot, offer the chance to meet and speak with locals and gain insights into their realities.

Explore the city, speak with small-scale entrepreneurs about the issues they face or browse in a market and hear the stories of some of the vendors. En route, enjoy sampling local food. If you’re up for more, Afri Roots also offers Dar Historical Tours, and Dar by Night tours, where you can experience the city’s nightlife with a guide and transport. Starting points vary, depending on the tour.

WHERE TO FIND BREAKFAST IN DAR

Karambezi Cafe

The views, ocean breezes and tasty food make this a popular choice. $$$

Epi d’Or

Delectable pastries, freshly baked breads and a range of breakfasts. $$

Street Vendors

Early mornings, watch for ladies cooking fresh maandazi (doughnuts) – delicious warm, with a cup of tea. $



NORTH OF DAR ES SALAAM


Islands, wood carvings and beaches

Beginning about 20km north of central Dar es Salaam, the coast widens out into some attractive beaches. While they’re too developed and close to the city to be idyllic, and some sections are broken by jetties, the area makes a pleasant getaway. There are islands for snorkelling, ruins, an open-air museum and a worthwhile craft market. Plan to make a day or two of it: visit the museum and nearby craft market in the morning, before things get full. Then, carry on to the ruins and to the beaches, where you can arrange a boat to the islands. On the way back, Kitambaa Cheupe in Sinza and KB Bar in Tegeta aren’t far off your route, if you’re up for some nightlife, local-style. Throughout, the area north of Dar offers a chance to experience a completely different side of the city: the more you delve in, the more you’ll discover.
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Mbezi Beach resort area and Water World | MOIZ HUSEIN STORYTELLER/shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Dar es Salaam Marine Reserve

2Kunduchi Ruins

SIGHTS

3Mbudya Island

ACTIVITIES

4Kunduchi Wet ‘n’ Wild

5Water World

SLEEPING

6Jangwani Sea Breeze Resort

7Kunduchi Beach Hotel

8White Sands Beach Resort

DRINKING

15KB Bar




TOP TIP

North of Dar is best explored on weekdays, when you’ll generally have things to yourself, although time your travels to avoid morning and evening rush-hour congestion along New Bagamoyo Rd. On weekends, the beaches and islands fill up, especially Mbudya Island. There’s no need to have your taxi wait; it’s easy to find transport back to town.
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Village Museum | David Stanley from Nanaimo, Canada, CC BY 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©

Fungu Yasini & Mbudya

SNORKELLING, SWIMMING AND BEACHES

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


DAR ES SALAAM MARINE RESERVE

The uninhabited islands of Bongoyo, Mbudya, Pangavini and Fungu Yasini, plus Sinda and several smaller islands, were incorporated in 1975 as part of the Dar es Salaam Marine Reserve system. They shelter coconut crabs and rich bird life, and dolphins can sometimes be spotted in the surrounding waters. Bongoyo and Mbudya have basic facilities. Fungu Yasini is a large sandbank, while Pangavini (‘Snake Island’) is rimmed by low coral outcrops and is seldom visited.




BONGOYO ISLAND

Bongoyo Island, which is also part of the Dar es Salaam Marine Reserve system, is best reached from Dar es Salaam’s Msasani Slipway.



MORE IN THE NORTH OF DAR ES SALAAM

Reflecting on Rural Life

TRADITIONAL HOUSES AND RURAL LIFE

The open-air Village Museum – a collection of traditionally built houses from different regions of the country – is a bit neglected these days, but if you come with the right attitude, it can be an enjoyable and enlightening experience. Not all the houses have signboards, but guides can be arranged at the entrance. Don’t miss going inside to see the cooking areas, with their low stools, the sleeping areas and the spaces for livestock. It really gives a feel for what traditional life is like in parts of rural Tanzania. Afterwards, enjoy a short ngoma (traditional dance), which can be organised on arrival.


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

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



Meet the Makonde Carvers

ARTS, CRAFTS AND MAKONDE CULTURE

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

WHERE TO STAY NORTH OF DAR ES SALAAM

More in the NOrth of Dar es Salaam

White Sands Beach Resort

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

Jangwani Sea Breeze Resort

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

Kunduchi Beach Hotel

Under renovation at the time of writing, but due to reopen as a five-star property; located on the nicest stretch of beach. $$$

A Glimpse of the Past at Kunduchi Ruins

ANCIENT RUINS AND MASSIVE BAOBABS

It’s easy to imagine Kunduchi in its heyday, with traders approaching from the east carrying porcelain and spices, anchoring perhaps at Bongoyo Island (where archeological docking remains have been unearthed) and making their way in smaller boats to the shore. Today, Kunduchi is considered to be one of Tanzania’s most significant sites of Swahili ruins, with the remnants of a late-15th-century mosque and an important collection of 18th-century Arabic pillar tombs – some containing Chinese pottery fragments. There are also more recent graves. Shading the area are several large baobabs, one of which is known as the ‘tree of life’. It’s believed that circling it clockwise will add years to your life, while going counterclockwise will have the opposite effect.

After years of neglect, the site is now under the direction of the Tanzania Wildlife Management Authority, with a full-time guard and the chance to camp overnight (in your tent or theirs). If you do this, arrive late afternoon to experience the ruins just before sunset and bring all food and drink with you. There’s a small refrigerator for storing perishables, and the beach is just a few steps away.
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Kunduchi Ruins | Mangapwani, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


I LIVE HERE: TANZANIAN MUSIC

[image: jpg]

John Kitime (youtube.com/c/JohnKitime2015) is a Tanzanian musician known for his live performances, and for his wealth of knowledge about traditional music.

Tanzania is a huge country with more than 125 tribes and, therefore, many varieties of music. The most popular genres are Swahili rhumba, taarab, which emanated from the coast of Tanzania; the moderately new, young-generation music known as Bongo Flava; and its very lively sister music known as singeli. To taste some traditional Tanzanian music close to Dar es Salaam, contact the Bagamoyo College of Arts in advance to arrange a performance.



Fun at the Waterparks

SWIMMING POOLS AND WATER SLIDES

It’s family fun time at Water World, which is next to White Sands Beach Resort and included in the room price, if you overnight there, and at the larger Kunduchi Wet ’n’ Wild, next to Kunduchi Beach Hotel. Both have a range of slides and swimming pools, food kiosks and chairs for relaxing, and an afternoon here is a good way to mingle with Tanzanian families and school groups splashing in the pools.


GETTING AROUND

Hotels on Jangwani Beach are reached via the signposted White Sands turnoff from New Bagamoyo Rd. About 3km further north along New Bagamoyo Rd is the signposted turn-off for Kunduchi Beach. Dalla-dallas from central Dar’s New Posta Transport Stand go as far as Mwenge, from where you’ll need to get on a Tegeta dalla-dalla to Africana Junction, and from there continue with a bajaji or taxi to the hotels. For Kunduchi Beach and Kunduchi ruins, take a Bahari Beach dalla-dalla to the turnoff, and from there, a bajaji. There are taxis from Dar es Salaam. If you’re driving, the fastest route is along Old Bagamoyo Rd via Kawe.





SOUTH OF DAR ES SALAAM


Coastal life, forest trails and local culture

The coastline south of Dar es Salaam, beginning across Dar’s harbour on the Kigamboni Peninsula, gets more attractive, tropical and quiet the further south you go. It makes an easily accessible getaway, far removed in ambience, if not in distance, from the city. Getting here entails either a short ferry ride or a drive through port area traffic. Yet, once across and past the initial several kilometres of congestion, you’ll start to feel the city’s bustle fade away. Palm trees and coastal vegetation take over, and the sea beckons invitingly. Relax on the beach, kayak amidst the mangroves or snorkel around a nearby island. The more northerly resorts fill up on weekends with day visitors, but otherwise are generally quiet. Inland, and southwest of the city centre, is a completely different scene. The surroundings become increasingly more hilly and rural as you approach Pugu Kazimzumbwi Nature Reserve, where you can hike, camp and get acquainted with Zaramo culture.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Pugu Kazimzumbwi Nature Reserve

2South Beach

SIGHTS

3Kutani

ACTIVITIES

4Sinda Island

SLEEPING

5Kipepeo Beach Village

6Star Breeze Resort

7Sunrise Beach Resort




TOP TIP

If you’re planning to visit Nyerere National Park, consider combining travel there with a visit to Pugu Kazimzumbwi Nature Reserve. The ‘back’ route from Dar, starting at the international airport, goes via Pugu and Kisarawe. It’s scenic, and shorter and less-travelled than the usual route along the coast, and several operators use it for transfers.



Escape into Nature

SHADY HIKING TRAILS AND ZARAMO CULTURE

As you approach Pugu Kazimzumbwi Nature Reserve, about 15km southwest of Dar es Salaam’s international airport, the urban bustle vanishes and calmer rhythms take over. Hike to the top of Msola Peak, where you’ll be treated to views back over the city, or take a short walk to Minaki Dam, where you can kayak and bird-watch on the lake. Follow a short trail to a cave that is still used by the local Zaramo people for traditional sacrifices and worship. Or simply sit at one of the many rest spots scattered throughout the forest. Pugu’s trails extend in a large network over the reserve, and hikes range from 10 minutes to all day, if you string them together. Although hiking on your own is permitted, it’s worth taking a guide (this can be organised at the gate), at least at the outset, to learn about local botany and culture. You’ll pick up all sorts of useful information – for example, learning that water in which sausage tree fruit has been soaked is good for human dental hygiene and for treating sick chickens, or that snakes are central to Zaramo traditional worship. It’s much better to visit Pugu on weekdays; weekends get unpleasantly busy. Pugu has several basic campsites with standing tents, including one directly on Minaki lake and another nearby, inside a dense grove of bamboo. You can catch fish from the lake, but otherwise bring all food and drink.
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Pugu Kazimzumbwi Nature Reserve | Okapixels/shutterstock ©


DAR-BASED TOUR & TRANSPORT OPERATORS

Jumanne Mastoka

Reliable airport pick-ups, transport and tours in and around Dar es Salaam (+255 765 007 002, mjumanne@yahoo.com).

Afri Roots

Cultural and community-based tours in and around Dar es Salaam.

Authentic Tanzania

Sea turtle hatching experiences near Dar es Salaam and safaris in Nyerere National Park.

Essential Destinations

Organises itineraries in Nyerere NP and in Dar es Salaam with its affiliated lodges.

Birdwatching Tours

On the fringes of Dar’s urban jungle are many fine birding areas, including coastline, mangrove forest, salt pans and riverine habitats. Andrew Majembe (ndegewadar@gmail.com) offers customised half- and full-day guided birdwatching tours. Previously a guide at Saadani National Park, he has a wealth of knowledge on birds, and caters to amateurs as well as experienced birders.



MORE IN THE SOUTH OF DAR ES SALAAM

Relaxing on South Beach

WHITE SANDS, SNORKELLING AND KAYAKING

For camping and relaxing near Dar es Salaam, head to South Beach, a long stretch of white sand beginning just across the harbour from Kivukoni Front. Set off early on the Kigamboni ferry and base yourself at one of the low-key hotels; all also accept day visitors for a small fee. Kipepeo Beach & Village has the most activities: rent a kayak and paddle to Siwatibe Creek, with its mangrove forest; organise a snorkelling trip to nearby Sinda Island; or watch day turn into night on a sunset cruise.

An Idyllic Getaway

PEACEFUL SURROUNDINGS AND BEAUTIFUL BEACH

The secluded coastline around Kutani, about 30km south of Dar es Salaam, makes a wonderful getaway, with its dense greenery and beautiful white sand. Walk on the long beach, swim in the hotel pool and relish a tropical island feel without leaving the mainland. Nesting sea turtles favour this section of coast. If you’re here around June, enquire with hotel staff whether it’s possible to observe the hatchlings making their way to the sea.


BEST PLACES TO STAY SOUTH OF DAR ES SALAAM

Kipepeo Beach Village

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

Amani Beach Hotel

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

Star Breeze Resort

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

Sunrise Beach Resort

Popular with local day visitors, with a beachside restaurant and large pool. $



Sail on the Kigamboni Ferry

A SLICE OF LOCAL LIFE

The Kigamboni ferry, which runs throughout the day from Kivukoni Front to the Kigamboni Peninsula, offers an authentic slice of local life, with views back to the Dar skyline and plenty of local bustle. While the journey itself is short (five to 10 minutes), it can take over an hour to board with a vehicle during rush hour, but the snack vendors have you covered and the mood is upbeat.


GETTING AROUND

South Beach and the Kigamboni Peninsula can be reached via the Nyerere Bridge over Kurasini Creek. Once over, stay left at the various forks to reach the road to the beach lodges. Despite heavy traffic around the port area approaching the bridge, this is generally the quickest route. Alternatively, take the more fun Kigamboni passenger and vehicle ferry. Once across, bajaji will be waiting to take you to the beaches. The coastline around Kutani is best reached by charter taxi or private vehicle.






Zanzibar Archipelago
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AN INTRIGUING BLEND OF HISTORY, CULTURE AND SANDY SHORES

This tropical island paradise off the coast of Tanzania is known for its spice trade, white-sand beaches and rich history.
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Stone Town | Denis Belitsky/shutterstock ©

The Zanzibar Archipelago consists of two main islands, Unguja (commonly known as Zanzibar) and Pemba, as well as several smaller islands. The archipelago is home to about two million people as of the 2022 census.

From the winding streets of Stone Town to the pristine white-sand beaches that surround the islands, Zanzibar is a destination that balances tranquillity and excitement. The island has a rich history, with evidence of human settlement dating back 20,000 years. It was once a hub of the African slave trade and a launching point for the Omani Empire. Today it’s a unique blend of Swahili, Arab and Indian cultures that are reflected in the architecture, cuisine and hospitality of the local people.

The archipelago’s pristine waters offer some of the best diving and snorkelling in the world, with colourful coral reefs and abundant marine life. The islands’ forests and mangroves are home to various endemic species, including the red colobus monkey. Whether you’re exploring the vibrant markets of Stone Town, savouring a spicy seafood curry or simply lazing on a beach, Zanzibar is a destination that will leave you enchanted.

With the island’s laid-back vibe, hakuna matata (no worries) and pole pole (slowly) become the keywords as you settle into the rhythms of the turquoise ocean.
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Zanzibar island | Venera Salman/shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

Zanzibar Town

Historic island hub with spice-trade roots.

South Zanzibar

Secluded tropical retreat with unspoiled nature.

North Zanzibar

Idyllic beaches and lively nightlife scene.

Chake Chake

Pemba Island’s laid-back capital.



Find Your Way

Zanzibar’s transportation network can seem overwhelming to first-time visitors. Navigating Stone Town can be as complex as deciphering ancient scriptures and Pemba Island may seem disconnected, but, surprisingly, there’s a mode of transport to suit every budget and travel style.
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Plan Your Time

Zanzibar beckons with its exquisite beaches, rich history, and spicy cuisine. Walk the narrow streets of Stone Town, explore coral reefs or relax on a private island.
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Anglican Cathedral | DanSzabo/shutterstock ©


If You Only Have One Day

• Begin your day in Stone Town, taking a guided tour to learn about the city’s rich history and multicultural heritage. Visit the Old Fort and the Anglican Cathedral. Don’t miss the vibrant Darajani Bazaar.

• Have lunch at Lukmaan Restaurant before catching a boat to Changu Island, also known as Prison Island, to witness some of the world’s largest and oldest tortoises.

• Visit Forodhani Gardens, a night market with fresh seafood, grilled meats and local delicacies. Attend a taarab concert at Zanzibar Music Cultural Centre and have an opportunity to mingle with local artists.




Three Days to Travel Around

• After a day in Stone Town, hop on Safari Blue Tour to unravel the underwater magic of colourful fish while snorkelling in Menai Bay. Visit Forster Gallery in Mbweni for an art experience with local and international painters.

• Head to Nungwi for water sports such as jet-skiing and cosy up with the turtles at Mnarani Aquarium. Get lazy on the powdery sandy beach or jump from a plane at 3000m at Kendwa Rocks Beach Resort, where the night comes alive during full moon weekend parties.




If You Have More Time

• Visit Jozani Forest to see the famous red colobus monkey. Take a guided tour through the forest to learn about the diverse flora and fauna. Go swimming with dolphins in the waters of Kizimkazi coastal village.

• Get your adrenaline up kitesurfing at Paje Beach and later exploring Paje’s bars and restaurants that serve fresh local seafood cuisines, fruit juice, beer and cocktails. Head to Rock Restaurant in Michamvi for a romantic dining experience serenaded by the sound of the waves.



Seasonal Highlights

Zanzibar has a tropical climate with two rainy seasons. The best time to visit is from June to October when it’s dry, but December to February is also pleasant.

JANUARY

The Zanzibar Inter-national Film Festival showcases films from around the world, along with music, dance and art exhibitions.
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Peter Bennett/ZIFF, CC BY 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©

MARCH

The low season starts, tourism declines, establishments may close, and hotel rates decrease.
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APRIL

Zanzibar celebrates its union with Tanganyika (Tanzania), and there is usually a parade in a vast venue with music and dances.
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JULY

The high season – tourist arrivals are high in Zanzibar from June with dry, cool weather and plenty of sunshine.
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AUGUST

A great time to go scuba diving, as the waters are warm and clear with excellent visibility.
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OCTOBER

Migratory birds, blooming flowers and rising temperatures accompany the brief rainfall season followed by intense heat. 
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Martin Pelanek/shutterstock ©

DECEMBER

The beaches are crowded with locals and tourists. Christmas is well celebrated in Zanzibar.
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ZANZIBAR TOWN
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Zanzibar Town, covering around 15 sq km, was settled by Bantu-speaking people in the 6th century CE. It became a trading hub attracting merchants from the Indian Ocean region, and served as an entry point to Africa’s interior. The town played a significant role in the slave trade during the 19th century.

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

Zanzibar’s Stone Town is a Unesco World Heritage Site, known for its exceptional cultural significance. It features narrow streets, bazaars and stunning historic architecture.
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Stone Town | KucherAV/getty images ©
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SIGHTS

1Anglican Cathedral

2Bawe Island

see 18Commonwealth War Graves

3Forodhani Gardens

4Forster Gallery

5High Court Building

6Old Customs House

7Old Dispensary

8Old Fort

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

9Changu Island

9Chapwani Island

EATING

11Emerson on Hurumzi

DRINKING

12Mercury’s Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

see 8 Taarab Nights

see 8 Zanzibar Music Cultural Centre

SHOPPING

13Darajani Bazaar

14Kenyatta Road




TOP TIP

Tourism is the fuel of Zanzibar’s economy. Expect to be approached by locals trying to sell you something – an artwork, a souvenir or a tour – and they can be pushy. Just say ‘Thank you’ and continue on your way if you’re not interested.



Zanzibari Architecture

Dwelling in cultural mosaic

Zanzibar Town is divided into two parts, Stone Town and Ng’ambo, separated by a creek. Stone Town is the historic centre and former capital of the Zanzibar Sultanate. It is renowned for its unique blend of Swahili, Arab, Indian and European cultural influences.

Opposite the ferry terminal is the Old Dispensary, constructed in the late 19th century with a facade decorated with intricate stucco carvings and friezes depicting various scenes from Indian mythology and Swahili life.

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

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

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

Fun fact: all the Sultan’s palaces were connected to neighbouring wives’ houses by a pathway high up in the buildings’ floors, so that the sultan rarely walked on the ground when he wanted to pay them a visit.
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Old Fort | Scott Biales DitchTheMap/shutterstock ©


BEST CAFES IN ZANZIBAR TOWN

Zanzibar Coffee House

Undoubtably the top spot in Zanzibar for a serious cup of genuine East African Rift Valley coffee. $

Kaffé Koffee

A cosy cafe serving delicious coffee, tea and pastries with a warm, brown interior and friendly staff. $$

Cafe Turquoise

Feel the Mediterranean vibe in a Stone Town cafe offering tasty food, drinks and desserts in-house or to-go. $

Stone Town Café

A welcoming place offering freshly brewed coffee, delicious snacks and a relaxed atmosphere perfect for catching up with friends or working remotely. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN STONE TOWN

Emerson on Hurumzi

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

Maru Maru Hotel

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

Emerson Spice

Hidden within a labyrinth of alleys, with whispers of the island’s spice-trade past. $$



Stone Town Walking Tour
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Begin at 1 Forodhani Gardens on Mizingani Rd’s waterfront where dormant cannons rest. Forodhani is famous for its night Swahili street food. Cross the road to the 2 Old Fort, a massive stone structure that is a popular gathering place for locals and tourists alike, with a variety of shops and restaurants. Previously a defensive structure, these walls have held iconic events such as the Zanzibar International Film Festival and Sauti za Busara Music Festival.

A three-minute walk south brings you to the 3 Freddie Mercury Museum, where you can pay homage to the flamboyant lead vocalist of the British rock band Queen. This was his childhood home. The house contains the singer’s framed pictures and memorabilia.

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

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

About 1km further east is the 6 Anglican Cathedral, a former slave market and a poignant reminder of the island’s dark past.

Head back west past the baths and along Hamamni St, then north past the Old Fort for a reset back to Forodhani Gardens, passing outside the 7 House of Wonders, a former ceremonial palace and the first building in Zanzibar to have electricity and an elevator. It was undergoing restoration at the time of research.



Let’s Go Shopping

Spices, jewellery and souvenirs

Shopping in Zanzibar is a sensory, immersive and vibrant experience, with markets offering a plethora of goods and crafts.

No Zanzibar trip is complete without a visit to Darajani Bazaar on Darajani Road. The market is a food hub with vendors selling everything from fresh produce to spices, fish, nuts and dried fruit. The spice section is particularly impressive, with a wide range of exotic spices, including cinnamon, cloves, cardamom, saffron, turmeric, ginger and vanilla. Darajani Bazaar is a perfect place for food supplies if your accommodation supports cooking.

Kenyatta Road is unofficially a jewellery court. Both sides of the road are studded with numerous shops stocked with uniquely designed jewellery and accessories made from rare gemstones, including tanzanite, with a wide range in quality and style.

Stone Town is known for its abundance of souvenirs and handicrafts. There is guaranteed to be a souvenir shop within a 50m radius of anywhere in Stone Town, offering Tingatinga paintings (colourful, bright artworks often featuring animals), textiles and tourist trinkets.

With so many shopping options in Stone Town, it’s easy to find something to suit your taste and budget. Don’t be put off by the price tags: there is always room for bargaining, politely and within reason.


BEST BEACHFRONT DINING IN STONE TOWN

Cape Town Fish Market

Lively seafood restaurant overlooking the ocean. $$$

Beach House Zanzibar

Serves fresh lobsters and cocktails, with stunning ocean views. $$$

6 Degrees South

A laid-back eatery serving a range of seafood dishes. $$

Archipelago Waterfront Zanzibar

The hotel’s restaurant is a charming dining spot overlooking the sea. $$

Baharia Restaurant

Near the Indian Ocean, serves international cuisine and creative variations of Swahili classics. $$$



WHERE TO STAY BY THE BEACH

Park Hyatt Zanzibar

Arguably Stone Town’s best five-star hotel, the Park Hyatt is a regal sanctuary of Arabian grandeur and African spirit. $$$

Zanzibar Serena Hotel

This majestic blend of Arabic, African and Indian cultures offers a luxurious retreat. $$$

Tembo Hotel

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

Madinat Al Bahr

Built as a modern Sultan’s palace with huge chandeliers, sizeable pools and multiple options for amenities. $$

Mizingani Seafront Hotel

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

Hotel Verde Zanzibar

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

Island Hopping in Zanzibar

Escape Stone Town

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

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

There are further tropical delights at Bawe Island, just 7km from Stone Town and about 40 minutes by boat. Bawe was once a stopover for traders and merchants sailing along the East African coast. During the colonial period it served as a quarantine station for ships arriving from overseas. Today it is a popular destination for day trips and picnics. One of the main attractions of Bawe Island is its pristine white-sand beach, which is perfect for swimming and sunbathing. The island also has a small coral reef, which is popular with snorkellers and scuba divers, and an ecofriendly lodge for longer stays.

A 25-minute boat ride from either Bawe Island or Stone Town will lead you to plenty of lunch options at Nakupenda Beach, a much-loved sandbar that appears during low tide. The beach is perfect for carpe diem relaxation, and if you’re bringing a drone, you can capture the essence of this pretty little beach.

Chapwani Island is 4km north of Stone Town and takes about 20 minutes to reach by boat. The island hosts a variety of wildlife from tortoises to flying foxes, and it is normal to find a galaxy of starfish resting on the red-sand beach during the low tide. Visitors can enjoy a traditional Swahili lunch or dinner, prepared by local chefs using fresh ingredients from the island. Seafood is a speciality, and visitors can sample delicious grilled fish, prawns and lobster, accompanied by coconut rice and spicy sauces. Just inside the island’s forests, fallen soldiers rest at the Commonwealth War Graves.

Dedicate a full day to Chumbe Island, because it’s the least you deserve. Sitting 13km south of Stone Town, Chumbe is a marine protected area that spans over 22 hectares and is home to over 400 marine species, including endangered species such as green sea turtles and humpback whales. You can explore the park by taking a guided snorkelling tour or a glass-bottom boat tour. The island’s ecolodge offers visitors an immersive natural experience with only seven bandas (traditional African-style huts) available for guests. The bandas are built using locally sourced materials and are designed to blend seamlessly with the natural surroundings. Each banda has a thatched roof, a veranda and an en suite bathroom.
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I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO PARTY
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Suma Zanzibar, Stone Town–based tour guide, shares his recommendations for the best places to party in town.

Tatu Lounge

It doesn’t get more Zanzibarish than partying on the 3rd floor of a 19th-century building with drinks, upbeat music and the ocean breeze at your disposal in a chic ambience.

CCM Social Hall

This spacious and well-equipped event venue hosts a variety of functions, from business meetings and conferences to weddings, but is famously known for its live music performances.

Bwawani Komba Nightclub

No question that this indoor spot in Zanzibar knows how to party. Its peak hours are after midnight and the music doesn’t stop until the sun rises.
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BEST ROOFTOP RESTAURANTS IN STONE TOWN

Emerson Spice

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

Upendo House Zanzibar

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

Terrace Seafood Restaurant

Situated on Serena Hotel’s rooftop, features a seafood menu that utilises solely fresh, locally sourced and seasonal ingredients. Its panoramic view overlooks the bay. $$$



WHERE TO EAT IN STONE TOWN

Lukmaan Restaurant

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

La Taverna

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

Silk Route

Travel back in time to savour exotic flavours inspired by ancient trade routes. $$

Stone Town Sunsets & Dinner

The golden hour

Stone Town boasts some of the finest sunsets in East Africa. The orange and pink hues that paint the sky make it a perfect backdrop for a romantic evening.

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

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

For a more elevated experience, you can head to one of the rooftop bars in Stone Town, such as Emerson on Hurumzi, and relish a fine dining experience while taking in the unobstructed panoramic views of the town and the Indian Ocean. It’s a lasting image.


BEST COCKTAIL BARS IN STONE TOWN

Masahani Bar

You can unwind with your loved one or catch up with pals at this welcoming bar, where live taarab music accompanies an assortment of house cocktails.

Living Room at Park Hyatt

A chic and cosy lounge at the five-star hotel offering five-star cocktails and light bites with live music in a tranquil beachfront ambience.

Sunset Bar at Africa House Hotel

Every sunset, Africa House Hotel’s rooftop bar buzzes with guests enjoying golden views over cocktails and crispy samosas.



WHERE TO SEE ART IN STONE TOWN

Old Customs House

On the 1st floor of this 19th-century building is a thought-provoking, art-filled gallery; photography is not allowed.

CAGZ Arts Gallery

A dedicated place for artists to create influential art and for emerging artists to enhance their skills through training.

Hellen Art Gallery

The art gallery is managed by the delightful Hellen, who is not only a good salesperson but also a generous bargainer.

Follow the Music

Harmonious rhythms of Zanzibar

Zanzibar’s traditional music experience is a journey in itself. The island’s unique cultural history and influence from Arabic, Indian and African cultures have resulted in a vibrant and diverse music scene.

Start by learning about the history of Zanzibar’s music at the Zanzibar Music Cultural Centre at the Old Fort on Mizigani Road just across from Forodhani Gardens. The centre offers classes and workshops for both beginners and experienced musicians. Learn to play the traditional instruments of Zanzibar, such as the oud, qanun and violin. Discover the rhythms and melodies of taarab, the most popular genre of music in Zanzibar.

Once you’ve learned the basics, it’s time to experience the magic of live performances. The centre hosts daily taarab and traditional music performances. Also, head to the Old Fort in Stone Town for the weekly Taarab Nights, a must-see for any music lover. Watch as local musicians – both men and women in colourful outfits, with the latter wearing dresses featuring intricate patterns or adorned with sequins – perform songs of love, longing and loss. The music is accompanied by mesmerising dance performances.

Private performances with a local musician can be booked for a more intimate experience at the tourist information centre at the Old Fort. You’ll have the chance to hear the stories behind the music and ask questions. It’s a rare opportunity to connect with the artists on a personal level and gain a deeper understanding of Zanzibar’s musical heritage.

If you’re lucky to be in town in February, the music scene comes alive at the Sauti za Busara Festival. The festival showcases music, dance and culture from all over Africa. It’s not to be missed.


QUICK GUIDE TO BUYING ART

For travellers looking to purchase art in Zanzibar, it’s essential to research the local art scene and artists beforehand through tour guides and online resources.

People, flora and fauna are the major depictions of Tanzanian art. The black-polished ebony Makonde carvings of various household items and the colourful naïve and caricatural Tingatinga paintings are the most sought-after pieces.

Zanzibar’s local markets and galleries are excellent places to find beautiful and affordable art pieces. Bargaining is common, but negotiate respectfully and avoid being too aggressive. Asking to pay 75% of the asking price in a manner that does not diminish the product’s value and worth should work well.



Living the Art at Forster Gallery

Art experience redefined

Simply described as an art studio in a tropical garden with a pool, Forster Gallery is an art oasis. Situated in the charming village of Mbweni just 6.5km south of Stone Town, it’s a 12-minute taxi ride to reach this special experience of African art in serene surroundings and a laid-back atmosphere.

Walking into the Forster Gallery is like stepping into an entirely new world. The modern building with exposed concrete walls features stunning displays of colours, textures and shapes of African art by artists from the entire continent, using a variety of materials, including canvas mixed with paper, plastic and sand, to create artistic beauty and intricacy.

The gallery also hosts regular exhibitions and events, giving visitors the chance to engage with the local art community and experience Zanzibar’s vibrant creative scene. These events often feature live music and performances, creating a festive atmosphere that is sure to leave a lasting impression.

The Open Studio hosts artists to work on pieces at the gallery’s fully equipped workplace and guests can watch and chat with the artists at work. You can get art lessons and buy art as well.

Forster Gallery is also available for stays; guests can book a room and have access to the gallery, studio, garden, pool and sun beds anytime. The beach is just two minutes away.


GETTING AROUND

Zanzibar is fairly walkable with caution. Boda-boda (motorcycle taxis) and tuk-tuks offer a budget-friendly way to move around, while hiring a taxi is the most reliable way of getting around, in and out of Stone Town. Book a taxi through your hotel or visit ztrans.co.tz. Bus transport to other parts of Zanzibar is available at Mwanakwerekwe Shamba Bus Terminal. The buses can be slow and uncomfortable.





SOUTH ZANZIBAR
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Zanzibar Island’s bottom half exudes natural beauty. Famed for its idyllic beaches, rich marine life, tropical forests and excellent seafood, the former trader’s hub has now evolved into a tranquil destination that attracts travellers seeking authentic and immersive experiences. Tarmac roads connect villages and towns, coral reefs shadow the western shore and creeks – many of them lined with mangroves – reach inland.

In recent years, the rise in tourism has seen resorts and hotels built in many coastal villages, but fishing remains a vital industry. Women play a major part in economic activities through their involvement in small industries such as basket-weaving and seaweed farming, prominently in Makunduchi, Paje and Jambiani villages.

Zanzibar’s wild side remains accessible: at picturesque Kizimkazi you can spot dolphins, while at the stunning Jozani-Chwaka Bay National Park you’ll find red colobus monkeys, bushbabies and numerous bird species.
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SIGHTS

1Makunduchi

2Makunduchi Lighthouse

3Zanzibar Butterfly Centre

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

4Jozani-Chwaka Bay National Park

5Kae Beach Zanzibar Resort

6Kizimkazi

7Kuza Cave

8Kwale Island

9Maalum

10Menai Bay

11Miwi Island

12MOTO Museum & Workshop

13Mwani Zanzibar

14Niamembe Island

15Paje

16Palumboreef Beach Resort

17Pongwe Bay Resort

18Safari Blue

19Sunny Palms Beach Resort

20Tele Island

21Uroa Bay Beach Resort

22Weavers Lodge

EATING

23Rock Restaurant

DRINKING

see 8 Sand Bar




TOP TIP

If you’re visiting Zanzibar during the low season between February and May, and craving street food, be aware that some vendors may be tempted to serve leftovers. Opt for eating at restaurants, which usually prepare food after you order.



Safari Blue Tour

Unveil underwater splendour

In Fumba, a traditional fishing village near Zanzibar’s southern tip that’s increasingly popular with visitors, tour operator Safari Blue offers memorable all-day trips on traditional dhows. Here boats, with their distinctive triangular sail and polished mahogany finish, head into the stunning blue of Menai Bay.

Your first stop will be at Kwale Sandbank, where you’ll have the opportunity to explore crystal-clear waters on a snorkelling excursion. Swim among breathtakingly beautiful coral reefs and colourful tropical fish, and keep your eyes peeled for the occasional sea turtles and dolphins.

Next, the boat will head for a trip around Kwale Island, where a seafood barbecue awaits. But the highlight is the visit to the island’s mangrove forest, where you’ll take a guided boat tour through the intricate network of roots and branches that make up the ecosystem.

The action slows as you have time to relax and take in the views of the Indian Ocean while listening to the sound of waves lapping against the shore. For cocktail lovers, the Sand Bar has tropical cocktail options, among other drinks to quench your thirst.

The tour concludes as the sun begins to set over the ocean, and the dhow slowly starts to make its way back to Fumba. Other private charters involve trips to the islands of Tele, Miwi, Niamembe and further, and there is room for customisable routes to explore less beaten paths.


MENAI BAY CONSERVATION AREA

Spanning over 470 sq km, Menai Bay is the largest marine protected area in Zanzibar. Established in 1997, the area is managed by the Fisheries Department and local villages, who’ve set up conservation committees to deter illegal fishing practices. Through hard work, the conservation efforts have resulted in a successful return of bottlenose and humpback dolphins while providing a stable habitat for over 400 species of fish, 47 species of coral, and 200 species of birds who peacefully coexist with the local villagers from over 20 villages. Menai Bay is a testament to the power of community-led conservation efforts and a true natural wonder of the world.



WHERE TO STAY IN FUMBA

Calamari Beach Villas

Escape to paradise for island life at its finest with spacious villas, a beautiful beach and a peaceful pool. $$

Fumba Beach Lodge

Created to blend with nature, this ecofriendly retreat offers comfortable rooms, great views and a secluded beach. $$

Kasa Zanzibar Homestay

Cosy rooms, friendly hosts and a peaceful garden with a mini pool and chilling spot under a big baobab tree. $$

Catch Your Own Lunch

Fishing in Menai Bay

Fumba isn’t just home to boat cruises: here you can embark on a fishing adventure on the turquoise waters of Menai Bay. Tour operators can arrange a trip with an experienced guide aboard a dhow equipped with all the necessary fishing gear. The local fishers know the best fishing spots and techniques to catch a variety of fish species.

You’ll have a chance to catch an array of fish, including barracuda, kingfish, tuna, dorado and snapper. Guides share their knowledge of the local marine ecosystem and teach you the traditional fishing methods used by the villagers.

The tranquillity of the surroundings will make you forget about the world outside. As you wait for a bite, sit back and enjoy the breathtaking views of the coastline and nearby islands. Once you have a catch, your guide will help you clean and prepare it to be cooked to perfection by the local chefs.

This fishing tour is not just about catching fish: it is an opportunity to connect with the local community, learn about their way of life, and experience the beauty of the Zanzibar archipelago. After a day of fishing, the local fishers will prepare a fresh seafood lunch on the beach, giving you a chance to taste the fruits of your labour and relax in the peaceful surroundings of Menai Bay.
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MOTO MUSEUM & WORKSHOP

At MOTO, a community workshop in the village of Pete, you can experience the art of weaving and learn from the island’s skilled artisans. Many of the weavers are women who have inherited the craft from their ancestors, and they use locally sourced natural materials like sisal, coconut husk and palm leaves to create intricate and beautiful products such as bags and mats. MOTO’s production process uses sustainable practices, including solar cookers and energy-saving stoves, to ensure ecofriendly products. Visitors can participate in a variety of activities, such as plaiting strips of ukili (dried palm leaves), designing and batiking their own textiles, or learning about weaving at the wooden looms with master weavers. A traditional Swahili lunch is also included in the two-hour experience. Pete is on the main road just west of Jozani-Chwaka Bay National Park.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND MENAI BAY

Menai Bay Beach Bungalows

These bungalows offer comfortable rooms with stunning ocean views; also has a recommended restaurant. $$

Residence Zanzibar

Luxury resort offering stylish villas with private pools, as well as a spa, fitness centre and multiple restaurants. $$$

Fruit & Spice Wellness Resort

Hidden amid tropical gardens; luxe accommodation, farm-to-table dining and rejuvenating spa treatments. $$$

A Delicate Visit

Where beauty takes flight

Stroll among hundreds of free-flying indigenous butterflies in the tropical gardens of the Zanzibar Butterfly Centre. Located in Pete, a small village in the south of Zanzibar near Jozani Forest, this ecotourism project aims to protect the local butterfly population while offering visitors an educational and fun experience.

The centre’s main attraction is the butterfly house, a large enclosed garden where hundreds of exotic butterfly species flutter around in their natural habitat. Visitors can take a guided tour through the butterfly house, learn about the different species, and witness the fascinating process of metamorphosis where a leaf-eating caterpillar transforms into a beauty with wings. There is also a botanical garden with a variety of local and exotic plants that attract butterflies and other insects, as well as a variety of other fauna species, such as chameleons, which are also very calm and photo-ready.

Established in 2008, the Zanzibar Butterfly Centre is a non-profit organisation that works with local farmers and schools to promote sustainable agriculture and environmental conservation. It provides training and support for butterfly farming and encourages farmers to preserve natural habitats by planting butterfly-friendly vegetation.

Visitors can also support the centre’s conservation efforts by purchasing butterfly pupae, which are sold as souvenirs and exported worldwide for use in butterfly exhibits and scientific research.

The butterfly centre is around 35km southeast of Zanzibar Town, conveniently located off the road to Paje. Many visitors combine this experience with Jozani-Chwaka Bay National Park. It is also possible to reach the park by taking bus 309 or 310 from Paje or Zanzibar Town.
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BEST DINING IN JOZANI

Jozani Maridadi Restaurant

A food spot hidden in Jozani’s forest with delicious Swahili food. Its swimming pool is the icing on the cake. $$

Colobus Café

This is a perfect spot to savour the flavours of Zanzibar in a serene atmosphere with friendly monkeys checking in. $$

Jozani Biosphere Village

This restaurant offers fresh, locally sourced food in a calm atmosphere with accommodation available. $$



WHERE TO STAY ON A BUDGET

Embe Lodge Zanzibar, Kizimkazi

Peaceful lodge with a bar, restaurant and pool, just a short walk to the beach. $

Mambo Leo Hostel, Paje

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

Equalia Boutique Hotel, Jambiani

Enjoy luxury and stunning views at this stylish option without breaking the bank. $

Hiking in Jozani-Chwaka Bay

Flora and fauna up close

Jozani-Chwaka Bay National Park is a reserve nestled south of Chwaka Bay. It stretches over over 50 sq km, and used to be a hunting ground for the Sultans of Zanzibar. Today it’s a treasure trove of biodiversity with a variety of habitats, including pristine mangrove forest, coral rag forest and saline grassland.

Visitors can explore the park’s trails and boardwalks on foot, immersing themselves in the diverse flora with over 100 species of trees, including mangroves, raffia palms and baobabs. The mangrove forests serve as breeding grounds for marine life while providing a natural barrier against coastal erosion, and you can witness the fascinating network of roots and water channels that make up this ecosystem. Along the way, knowledgeable guides share fascinating insights into the park’s history, species and conservation efforts.

The standout of the walking tour is the chance to spot the park’s famous residents, the Zanzibar red colobus monkeys. These playful and curious primates are known for their distinctive bright red fur, stretched tails, long white tufts of hair on their shoulders, and calls that fill the air with a chorus of sounds. Visitors can observe them up close in their natural habitat as they swing from trees and interact with each other. Additionally, the park boasts a rich birdlife, including several endemic species like the Pemba sunbird and Fischer’s turaco.

The entrance gate to the park, along with the information centre, a small cafe and a few craft stalls, can be found around 35km southeast of Zanzibar Town, off the road leading to Paje. While many visitors prefer organised tours, it is also possible to reach the park by taking bus 309 or 310 from Paje or Zanzibar Town.


BEST BEACH TOWNS IN ZANZIBAR

Jambiani

An hour’s drive from Stone Town, this town has stunning beaches and a laid-back atmosphere, as well as the nearby Muyuni forest.

Bwejuu

Bwejuu is 15 minutes from Jambiani and is known for its long and pristine white-sand beach, which is perfect for kitesurfing. There are also nearby coral reefs and beachfront seafood restaurants.

Dongwe

Located on Michamvi Peninsula, Dongwe offers a tranquil escape from the more popular tourist destinations, with clear waters and coral reefs.



WHERE TO STAY IN KIZIMKAZI

Lala Land Lodge

Find peace in its rustic cabins and lush gardens hanging from a cliff. $$

Bella Vista Resort Zanzibar

Experience breathtaking views from this resort on a cliff near a fishing village. $$

Promised Land Lodge

Built on an ocean cliff, ‘promised land is.. a state of mind’, they say. $$

Spotting Bottlenose Dolphins

Kizimkazi dolphins come out to play

For anyone seeking marine adventures in Zanzibar, a boat tour from Kizimkazi is a must. This sleepy fishing village, located on the southern coast of the island, is known for its clear sea and resident pod of bottlenose dolphins.

Tours start early in the morning, with visitors boarding traditional wooden boats and setting out into the bay. As the sun rises over the Indian Ocean, the boats are navigated through the calm waters, scanning the horizon for signs of the dolphins.

Once the dolphins are spotted, visitors can watch as these intelligent and playful creatures leap and dive around the boat, sometimes coming up close to say hello. You can even swim with the dolphins, under the guidance of experienced and certified guides. But it’s important to remember that dolphins are wild animals, and their wellbeing should always come first.

The tour also includes opportunities for snorkelling, where visitors can discover the coral reefs and abundant marine life that make the waters around Kizimkazi so unique.

Kizimkazi has a rich history as a centre for trade and fishing, and visitors can explore the village’s historic mosque. Don’t be fooled by its reconstructed modern exterior: the building dates back to the 12th century, making it one of the oldest Islamic buildings on the East African coast. The village also has a marketplace where visitors can shop for traditional crafts and souvenirs.

To reach Kizimkazi from Stone Town, you have several transport options, including taxis, local minibuses or dalla-dalla, which depart from the Mwanakwerekwe Shamba Bus Terminal. The journey from Stone Town typically takes around 90 minutes.
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THE LONE MAKUNDUCHI LIGHTHOUSE

Standing tall and isolated on the southeastern coast of Zanzibar, Makunduchi Lighthouse was built by the British in 1954. This historic landmark, battling neglect, offers panoramic views of the lush surroundings and the Indian Ocean while standing 44m above it. Visitors can climb up the 165-step staircase to the top of the solar-powered lighthouse to feel the breeze as they take in the breathtaking scenery. The lighthouse illuminates the sky as the sun sets, creating a magical atmosphere, and that’s when everybody – including the operators – leaves the white-walled compound.



WHERE TO STAY IN MAKUNDUCHI

Nest Style Zanzibar

Find your dream nest with cosy rooms, two tranquil pools, hammocks, swings and easy beach access. $$

One Resort Zanzibar

Escape to paradise with luxurious rooms, and a massive pool with a cocktail bar in the middle. $$

Clove Island Zanzibar Villas & Spa

Experience pure bliss in luxurious rooms that allow rapid beach access. $$

A Seaweed Farm Tour

Exploring the low-tide economy

Makunduchi, a tranquil village located on the southern coast of Zanzibar, is known for its rich seaweed farming culture that has existed for centuries. For visitors seeking an authentic cultural experience, a seaweed farm tour is an excellent way to discover the traditional way of life of the local women who work the farms.

The farms stretch out along the pristine low-tide white sandy beaches, providing stunning views of the Indian Ocean. The tour begins with a 15-minute walk from the village to the farms, where you can learn all about the process of seaweed farming, from planting the seaweed to harvesting it by hand, and have an opportunity to get your hands dirty by harvesting the seaweed yourself. 

The local farmers demonstrate their skills in navigating the tricky currents and tides to harvest the seaweed at just the right time.

The tour also includes a visit to a seaweed processing plant, where visitors can see firsthand how the seaweed is harvested, washed and dried. The finished product is then packaged and ready for export for use in cosmetics and food products.

Perhaps the best part of the tour is getting to meet the friendly and welcoming local farmers, who are happy to chat and share their knowledge with visitors. You’ll get a sense of the pride they take in their work and their connection to the ocean, which is such an integral part of life in Makunduchi.
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BEST JAMBIANI RESTAURANTS & ACCOMMODATION

Casa Del Mar

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

Blue Reef

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

Loop

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

Jambiani Villas

Luxurious beachfront villas, a pool and great ocean views. $$

Mwezi Boutique Resort

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

Sharazād Boutique Hotel

Built in the style of a riad, this retreat has a central pool and villas covered by traditional makuti roofs. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN PAJE

Dhow Inn Boutique Hotel

Escape to a world of barefoot luxury at this stylish retreat offering comfortable rooms and easy beach access. $$

Ananda Beach Hotel

Experience laid-back island living at this charming boutique hotel with colourful rooms and a prime location. $$

Paje Beach Apartments & Hotel

Beachfront retreat with spacious apartments and a sparkling pool. $$

A Caving Adventure

Find zen in Zanzibar

Kuza Cave, located in the resort-studded coastal village of Jambiani, in the southeast of Zanzibar Island, is an aweinspiring cavern with stalactites and stalagmites. The cave is a unique glimpse into the island’s geological history, but it’s almost as rich with human history. Legend has it that early leaders used it as a secret meeting place during times of war, while escaped enslaved people – the trade was not outlawed in Zanzibar until 1897 – are believed to have used it as a hiding place.

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

For the adventurous, Kuza Cave offers opportunities for cliff jumping – not for the faint of heart. For those seeking a more peaceful experience, trips to the cave can be combined with meditation, yoga practice, music and cooking lessons if you book a tour in advance. Jambiani’s long beach and boat-dotted sea are also fine places to kick back.

Kitesurfing in Paje

Riding the wind

The village of Paje has long been a magnet for kitesurfers, and it’s easy to see why. The feeling of gliding through the water with the wind in your sails, the colours of the kite vibrant against the blue sky and bright ocean, is hard to beat. Indeed, with reliable winds, pristine beaches, and warm and inviting water, it’s one of the best places for the sport in Africa.

With a variety of kitesurfing schools and rental options available, Paje caters for both complete beginners and seasoned pros. The whole Paje beach strip is lined with operators displaying their banners out and loud. For peace of mind, you can book a class or kitesurfing kit in advance at kitecentrezanzibar.com or zanzibarkiteparadise.com.

Kitesurfing is not just a sport, it’s a lifestyle. Paje is a lively, backpacker-friendly place – non-kitesurfers may have to look hard to find an empty stretch of sea to swim in. Still, the beaches are stunning, and there’s fine local seafood, homemade crafts, beach bars, and Mwani Zanzibar, a seaweed center where you can find out more about this local industry, and buy soaps and cosmetics made from it.

Alternatively, book a visit to Maalum, a freshwater swimming pool that’s surrounded by rock walls and ringed with trees. It’s a tranquil, photogenic place to swim and relax, with food and drink on offer. Booking slots last 90 minutes in the cave area. Book via maalumzanzibar.com.


BEST COCKTAIL BARS IN PAJE

Mr Kahawa Cafe

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

Angelina Bistro

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

Jambo Disco

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

Ratatouille Zanzibar

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

Mahali Beachbar

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



WHERE TO STAY IN MICHAMVI

Konokono Beach Resort

A serene retreat with elegant villas, an infinity pool and a private beach. Perfect for couples seeking tranquillity. $$

Kae Beach Zanzibar Resort

A laid-back and cosy retreat with airy bungalows, a beach-front bar and a library. Great for families and couples. $$

Karafuu Beach Resort & Spa

A beachfront oasis with luxe rooms and suites, five restaurants, multiple pools, and a world-class spa. $$

Dining on a Rock

A small rock in Michamvi

Located on a small rock island in the Indian Ocean, just off the rather lovely Michamvi Peninsula, the Rock Restaurant is the place to be for anyone who enjoys fine dining with stunning views. Accessible by foot during low tide and only by boat during high tide, the journey here is an adventure in itself. Guests can take a local boat from the beach, while the restaurant offers a shuttle service to and from the island during low tide.

Upon arrival, guests can relax in the airy thatched interior or take a seat on the terrace and enjoy the panoramic views of the turquoise waters below. The menu features fresh seafood, including lobster, prawns and octopus, as well as a variety of meat and vegetarian dishes.

As the sun sets over the horizon, the Rock takes a romantic turn, with candles illuminating the restaurant. After dinner, you can enjoy a nightcap on the terrace or take a leisurely stroll on the beach under the starry sky before catching a boat back to the mainland. The restaurant is opposite Kijiweni Beach, around halfway up the Michamvi Peninsula, which extends from the east coast and is flecked with fine beaches.

Kayaking in Chwaka Bay

Paddle your way to paradise

Chwaka Bay separates the Michamvi Peninsula from the rest of the island’s east coast, and its shallow waters make it the perfect setting for kayaking. Trips, which last around three hours, start at Kae Beach in Michamvi, offering fine views of the bay, with its calm sea, beaches and palm trees.

As you paddle around the sheltered shore, you can explore narrow, leafy channels through mangrove swamps and visit secluded coves that are inaccessible on foot. The bay is home to a variety of marine life, including dolphins, sea turtles and colourful fish, making it ideal for snorkelling. Guides accompany each group, offering background on the flora and fauna en route.

Kayaking here also offers an opportunity to connect with the local culture. The bay has been an important centre for fishing and trading since ancient times, and trips take in nearby Chwaka village, where you can experience traditional cooking and dances. On the bay itself, you’ll see dhows, which have been used by local fishers for generations.

Kayaking and village tour operators are found at Kae Beach Zanzibar Resort in Michamvi. Booking in advance is crucial because of the scarcity of operators. No previous experience is required.


SUSTAINABLE FISHING

Chwaka Bay is home to barracuda, tuna, marlin, sailfish, snapper and many other species. Fishing is vital for local communities in the coastal villages of Pongwe, Uroa, Marumbi, Chwaka, Michamvi, Ukongoroni and Charawe, and overfishing is a real concern. Attempts to make fishing sustainable include encouraging traditional techniques that have been passed down for generations, such as the use of handmade nets.

The preservation of mangrove forests, which serve as vital breeding grounds for fish, is also critical, with deforestation a serious problem across the island.

Visitors can help in a small way by favouring local, conservation-minded tours and treating the beach and sea with respect.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHWAKA

Antonio Beach Tree House Hotel & Spa

Luxurious bungalows with ocean views, spa treatments and exceptional hospitality. $$

Filao Beach By Sansi

Tranquil beachfront hotel, featuring elegant rooms, delicious cuisine and stunning sea views. $

Ivory Ocean View

Relax in comfort at this chic hotel with ocean views, plush rooms and a prime location near popular attractions. $

Beach Hopping from Uroa to Pongwe

One beach not enough?

There are few things more delightful than hopping from one beach to another. On Zanzibar’s east coast, just north of Chwaka Bay, the idyllic stretch of coastline between Uroa and Pongwe is a perfect place to sample the island’s sea and sands.

Best done in the morning when temperatures are cooler, start off at the Sunny Palms Beach Resort in Uroa to hire your wheels – a bicycle, motorbike or quad bike – to run up the 9km-long stretch of beach that’s dotted with bars and restaurants.

Take a break at Uroa Bay Beach Resort and enjoy a refreshing drink or snack before continuing your journey. Keep an eye out for the fishing boats that are a common sight here. You may also spot local fishers casting their nets into the water in search of octopus, squid and other delicacies.

Get off the beach at Palumboreef Beach Resort for a detour because the beach ahead is made of rough coral rocks. Head for the tarmacked main road to Pongwe and ride north for 4km to connect back to the beach through Weavers Lodge and ride on Pongwe Bay.

As you approach Pongwe, the scenery will start to change – the sands get whiter while the sea becomes a brighter shade of blue. There are peaceful, uncrowded stretches of beach where you can relax and soak up the sun’s warmth. Avoid running over seaweed farms and patches on the beach.

Drive on to finish the trip at Pongwe Bay Resort and reward yourself with a well-deserved lunch.
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DELICIOUS DINING IN UROA & DRAMATIC SLEEPS IN PONGWE

Kambakocho Bar & Beach Restaurant

Stunning sea views and authentic Italian cuisine with fresh seafood. $$

Tuna Restaurant

Casual beachside restaurant serving delicious Swahili and international dishes. $

Ristorante Tartaruga

Beach eatery serving up the mantra: ‘When cooking becomes an art, eating becomes an adventure.’ $

Island Pongwe Lodge

The lodge occupies an entire baby island and is accessible by boat at high tides. $$$

Zanzibar Rock Resort

Exclusively built on a rock about 500m offshore; accessible only by boat. $$$

Azao Resort & Spa

This resort takes advantage of a cliffy inlet in the southern entrance of Pongwe Bay. $$




GETTING AROUND

South Zanzibar has a decent transport network; motorcycles and buses are all viable transport options but the latter have limited reach from areas beyond bus stops and stations, while the former can lack safety and have limited carrying capacity. Taxis and dalla-dalla to South Zanzibar can be taken from Mwanakwerekwe Shamba Bus Terminal. For an optimal exploration of South Zanzibar, arrange taxi transport in advance. An experienced driver is recommended for remote areas and rough roads.





NORTH ZANZIBAR
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North Zanzibar is a world unto itself, a beguiling land that transports you to another era. Its coastline is an endless stretch of powdery white sand, with swaying palms, rugged cliffs and crystalline waters that beg to be explored. The lush hinterland is dotted with peaceful villages and rolling green hills that offer spectacular views.

Once a major centre of the Omani Empire, North Zanzibar was a hub of trade and commerce, where goods from across the Indian Ocean were bought and sold. Today visitors can explore spice farms, indulge in water sports like kitesurfing and snorkelling, hike past baobabs or simply unwind on the beaches of Kendwa.

At night North Zanzibar has an energy of its own. As the sun sets over the Indian Ocean, vibrant nightlife is on offer – if you know where to look.
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SIGHTS

1 Cheetah’s Rock

2Kiwengwa

3Kiwengwa Caves

4Kiwengwa-Pongwe Forest Reserve

5Matemwe

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

6Kendwa Beach

7Mnarani Aquarium

8Mnemba Island

9Shambaland

10Zanzibar Horse Club

ENTERTAINMENT

11Kendwa Rocks Beach Resort




TOP TIP

Bikinis are fine on a beach in Zanzibar, but wearing one away from the beach can become a problem. Covering up on the streets can save a lot of inconvenience.
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Hiking in Kiwengwa-Pongwe Forest Reserve

A rewarding hike

The Kiwengwa-Pongwe Forest Reserve, on Zanzibar’s east coast 20km from Stone Town, protects a swathe of indigenous woodland. The hiking trails wind through verdant forest among flowers and chirping birds, and up scenic hills offering views of the surrounding area.

The reserve is home to a wide variety of flora and fauna, including baobab and palm trees, as well as colourful bird species such as the African pied wagtail and the common bulbul. Keep your eyes peeled for red colobus monkeys, which can be seen playing in the trees. Guides can help you navigate the trails and spot wildlife.

One of the main attractions of the reserve is the Kiwengwa Caves, a tranquil and mystical spot once used as a holding facility for the leopards owned by the wealthy. It’s a cool place to break from the hike and there’s the freshwater pool for a dip, though its steep position means getting in can be tricky.

Hikers visiting the cave can either use the north cave or the south cave trail. The reserve offers several different hiking trails of varying difficulties, so you can choose the best one for your level of fitness and time constraints. Whether you’re an experienced hiker or just starting, there’s a trail for you.

Wear closed-toed shoes and use insect repellent. A headlamp is a good idea.
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BEST FIVE-STAR HOTELS IN KIWENGWA

Meliá Zanzibar

Luxurious beachfront resort with elegant villas and tropical gardens. They also grow some of their own food. $$$

Toa Hotel & Spa

Opulent oasis offering a serene and indulgent experience with multiple private and public pools. $$$

TUI BLUE Bahari Zanzibar

Contemporary resort featuring sophisticated rooms, an inviting beach, tall palms and a tennis court. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN KIWENGWA

Diamonds Mapenzi Beach

Luxury beachfront bungalows surrounded by lush tropical gardens in a serene retreat. $$$

VOI Kiwengwa Resort

Rustic-chic bungalows and serene private white-sand beach with beach volleyball. $$

Ocean Paradise Resort & Spa

Beautiful oceanfront rooms, a luxury spa, and authentic Zanzibari cuisine from two restaurants. $$$



Spice Farm Bike Tour
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Once you’ve tasted Zanzibar’s aromatic food, you may be inspired to dig deeper into its spice-laden history. This bike tour starts from Stone Town and heads north, passing markets, farms and reserves as it explores flavours and spices over a three-hour round trip. Operator Bike Zanzibar (bikezanzibar.com) can make it happen.

Start at 1 Kholle House in the middle of Stone Town and cycle through the winding and mysterious streets to 2 Darajani Bazaar, where every halal food, fruit and spice can be found, and then to the 3 Dalla-dalla Terminus just 1km further. Hop on a local bus with your bike on the roof to escape the crazy downtown traffic. It’s a 20-minute drive by bus to a business junction called 4 Regeza Mwendo, which translates to ‘slow down’, and cycle up north heading to the lush green spice farm area just outside of the city.

People and buildings will phase out slowly as you cycle till arriving at 5 Abeid’s Spice Farm, where you can experience the fragrant aromas of cinnamon, nutmeg, turmeric and other spices that Zanzibar is famous for. You will also learn about the medicinal and culinary uses of each spice, and have the chance to taste and smell everything on offer. After the tour, enjoy a delicious lunch cooked by the women of the family, using raw materials from the farm.

As you cycle back, you’ll pass through the 6 Masingini Forest Reserve, a dense forest inhabited by red colobus monkeys, blue Sykes monkeys and a variety of birds. You might want to keep your camera or smartphone on hand for taking those nature shots at a moment’s notice.

On your way back to Stone Town, get on a bus once more at 7 Mwera Masingini to avoid the traffic.



Blissful Beach Time around Matemwe

Beaches and an amusement park

Matemwe is a picturesque place on the northeast coast of Zanzibar that offers the perfect blend of beach-side relaxation and immersion into local Swahili life, with powdery white-sand beaches and crystal-clear waters. There’s a good number of hotels and guesthouses, but it remains a mellow place. You can stroll through the village to witness everyday local life: fishers bringing in their daily catch, children playing and women cooking traditional dishes over open fires. For adventure, join a local fishing boat and experience the thrill of catching your own lunch, take a bike ride to explore the surrounding area, or go diving or snorkelling at nearby Mnemba Island. As the sun sets over the horizon, you’ll be treated to a view of the sky bursting with colour.

Along this coastline stretch a number of appealing beach villages, including Kiwengwa, which has a lovely beach but is a little more dominated by big hotels and resorts. Between the two you’ll find Shambaland, an amusement park situated by Pwani Mchangani Beach. It combines shops, restaurants, pet accessories, bouncy castles and paintball arenas with themed areas representing African culture. Visitors can rent bicycles, quad bikes or scooters, and there are parasailing and diving services. The park attracts not only tourists but also residents and locals seeking an alternative to Stone Town.


THE HISTORY OF SPICES IN ZANZIBAR

Spices have been an integral part of the Zanzibari people, history and economy for over a thousand years. Portuguese and Arab traders brought cloves, nutmeg, cinnamon and other spices to Zanzibar in the 8th century. The spice trade flourished across Africa and Arabia between the 12th and 15th centuries.

The Portuguese conquered Zanzibar in the 15th century and controlled clove plantations using enslaved African labour. The Sultan of Oman expanded plantations across the archipelago in the 19th century, amassing great wealth and developing Zanzibar’s infrastructure, including grand palaces and buildings.

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



Snorkelling around a Tiny Isle

A whole new world under water

Mnemba Island is a private island just off the northeast coast of Zanzibar that’s around 500m in diameter and about 1.5km in circumference. But the isle itself is less famous than the waters and oval reef that surround it.

It’s a 20-minute boat ride from Muyuni Beach on the northeast coast of the main island to Mnemba Island’s white-sand beaches and turquoise waters. Once you arrive, your booking details will be confirmed and you can gear up and dive into the achingly clear waters, which brim with marine life. The island’s coral reefs are some of the most pristine in the world, and you’ll find an incredible array of fish and other marine creatures. Look out for starfish, Moorish idols, snapper and green turtles, plus graceful rays and colourful clownfish that dart in and out of the anemones.

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

The island is owned by a luxury ecoresort called &Beyond, and only guests (who pay upwards of $1500 per night) can stay overnight, but non-guests can take half-day trips to the island. Snorkelling and diving tours can be arranged in Matemwe, or booked online via operators such as zanzibar-tours.co.tz or zanzibarworld.com.
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THE SULTANATE OF ZANZIBAR

The Sultanate of Zanzibar was a powerful kingdom that thrived in trade, particularly in spices and enslaved people, under the influence of Arab traders. Zanzibar had been under Omani control since 1698, when their armies defeated their Portuguese imperial rivals. In 1840, Said bin Sultan moved his court from Oman to Stone Town and developed clove plantations using slave labour while encouraging Indian traders to settle on the island.

But the European powers were circling, as elsewhere in Africa. Zanzibar became a British protectorate in 1890. In 1963, Zanzibar became an independent monarchy then, after the Zanzibar Revolution of 1964, a republic. Later that year the archipelago merged with the mainland to form Tanzania. Yet its history and influence – in its architecture, art and traditions – remains.



WHERE TO STAY IN MATEMWE

Villa Kiva Boutique Hotel 

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

Zanzibar Sunrise 

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

Maji Lodge 

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

Wild Things at the Rock

Home of the big cats

Zanzibar may not have the charismatic big beasts that you’ll find in some parts of Tanzania – while the island is home to pythons, monkeys and monitor lizards, the Zanzibar leopard is believed to now be extinct. But at Cheetah’s Rock you can hear the roar of lions and see cheetahs lounging in the sun.

Located 17km from Stone Town via Malawi Rd, this is not your typical zoo experience. Rather, it’s an animal rescue centre, and proceeds from the entrance fees go towards supporting animal conservation and education.

The knowledgeable guides will give you an informative tour, explaining the behaviours and unique traits of each animal. You can even participate in feeding some of the animals. Visitors have the opportunity to get up close and personal with a variety of species, having a lemur climb on your shoulder, feeding a hyena by hand or walking alongside the cheetahs. The experience is safe and controlled, and the sanctuary also offers a photography session. A visit to Cheetah’s Rock can provide a new appreciation for these majestic animals and the vital role they play in our ecosystem.


BEST NUNGWI ACCOMMODATION

Royal Zanzibar Beach Resort

Luxurious beach resort with elegant rooms featuring a world-class spa and a sizeable meandering pool. $$$

Essque Zalu Zanzibar

Multiple-award-winning beach resort offering chic, spacious villas with an infinity pool and fine dining options. $$$

Canary Nungwi Hotel & Spa

Modern, stylish hotel with a spa, outdoor pool, and lively restaurant serving delicious local cuisine. $$

Yasa Inn

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

Habeba House

Simple and affordable guesthouse with a relaxed atmosphere and friendly staff; ideal for a laid-back beach vacation. $



BEST SWAHILI RESTAURANTS IN MATEMWE

Zanzibar Queen Restaurant

Savour tantalising seafood platters in a lush garden setting with live music and ocean views. $$

Garden Bob Swahili Restaurant

A hidden gem with a warm ambience serving an extensive menu of Swahili delicacies. $$

Bin Jabir Restaurant

Seafood cuisines with local vegetables in a cosy and colourful setting that captures the essence of Zanzibar. $$

Taste Past & Present in the North

Cosy up with turtles

Nungwi sits on the headland at Zanzibar’s very tip, and its beaches and sunsets make it one of the island’s biggest tourist draws, with modern hotels, beach bars and dive outfits.

Yet the town also has a rich history, and was once a spice-trade port known for its dhow-making industry. Sturdy local hardwood trees were used to construct the boats, and generations of skilled artisans have crafted seaworthy vessels on the beach adjacent to the town. Strolling about town, you can still see graceful dhows dotting the ocean horizon. Some are used for fishing, others for leisurely tourist cruises.

Elsewhere, the tourist trade helps fuel local enterprises such as the Nungwi Mnarani Aquarium, where sea turtles are rehabilitated. You can swim in the same pool as them, as well as inspecting pools with fish, starfish, sea urchins and crabs.

For all its modern tourist facilities, there’s plenty of old-fashioned charm – and traditional Swahili hospitality – in Nungwi, especially if you keep your eyes open. It’s a fine place to flop on the beach, but it also offers opportunities to interact with the local community, get a sense of the pace of change and dig beneath the surface of this fascinating island.

WHERE TO EAT IN KENDWA

Natural Kendwa Restaurant 

Fresh seafood dishes such as fried rice and lobster. $$

Kulinarium 

A fusion of local and international cuisine with a creative presentation in a cosy jetty. $$$

Furaha Beach Bar & Restaurant 

Charming beachfront spot with a vibrant atmosphere and tasty seafood options. $$

Water Sports & More

Adrenaline on the beach

The beautiful beaches and popularity with visitors makes Nungwi an excellent place for activities in and by the sea.

Horse riding along the shore, as the sun warms your face and the sea breeze runs through your hair, is an exhilarating experience. It also offers a unique perspective of the coastline that can’t be achieved if you’re just sitting on the beach (also very popular). Horses can be booked at the Zanzibar Horse Club behind the Z Hotel, and lessons are available: visit zanzibarhorseclub.com to book online.

There’s excellent diving offshore, and several dive schools offer instruction. Kitesurfing lessons are available, and jet-skiing is also popular, although it can be disruptive to marine life. If you’re looking for a quieter patch of beach, try the more peaceful eastern side of the headland.

The best time for water sports in Nungwi is during the dry season, from June to October, when the weather is warm and the water is calm. However, these activities can be enjoyed all year round, and there is no better way to beat the heat than by immersing yourself in the refreshing waters of the Indian Ocean.

Demand for Nungwi’s water sports experiences is high, so make your booking at least three days in advance.

If you need a break from the sea, consider getting in the bike saddle: cycling trips to rural villages, coral caves and Portuguese ruins are arranged by zanzibarcyclingadventures.com.


BEST KENDWA ACCOMMODATION

Hotel Riu Jambo

All-inclusive hotel in a prime location along a stunning white-sand beach. $$$

Kendwa Rocks Beach Resort

Lively, budget-friendly beachfront resort buzzing with water sports and regular music concerts. $$

Kendwa Beach Resort

Rustic-chic resort boasting friendly staff and a range of facilities. $$

Furaha B&B Renate

Cosy and welcoming B&B offering clean and comfortable rooms, perfect for budget-conscious travellers. $

Zuri Zanzibar

Ecofriendly resort with a secluded white-sand beach, spa and farm-to-table dining. $$$

Elewana Kilindi Zanzibar

Private paradise with 15 domed pavilions, lush gardens and stunning views. $$$

Gold Zanzibar Beach House & Spa

Relax in opulence with lavish suites, beachfront dining, a rooftop lounge and an exclusive spa. $$$



Skydiving Thrills

An aerial view of Zanzibar

Looking for an adrenaline-pumping experience? Nothing in Zanzibar will give you the same thrill – or as good a bird’s-eye view of the island – as a skydiving experience at Kendwa.

Begin your adventure by meeting your instructor, who will brief you on the equipment and safety procedures. You’ll be harnessed up and ready to board the plane at Nungwi Airstrip, from where the plane will take you up to 3000m. From the sky, the turquoise waters and white sandy beaches stretch out as far as the eye can see.

There aren’t many things that match the sensation of free-falling at over 190km/h. The wind rushes past your face as you plummet towards the earth, and you can relive the feeling with a GoPro camera the instructors can strap on to you. Skydivers are attached to the instructor the whole time, and after around 45 seconds of free-fall, your instructor will deploy the parachute and you’ll float gracefully down to earth.

The landing is gentle, touching down on soft Kendwa Beach, a great stretch of sand with beach bars and water sports facilities. Time it right, and you can carry on the party on land: Kendwa Rocks Beach Resort hosts a full moon party on the first weekend of most months.

Skydiving is offered by Skydive Zanzibar.
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GETTING AROUND

Beach hopping the northern towns of Nungwi, Kendwa, Matemwe and Mnemba is where a boat can come in handy for just $10 per ride. Confirm the fare with the boat driver for longer trips as it could cost more.





Chake Chake
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Chake Chake, meaning ‘calm and peaceful’, is the capital of Pemba Island. Direct flights between Pemba and Zanzibar only take 30 minutes (the ferry takes four hours), but the island is far quieter. Visitors who do make it here can enjoy sandy beaches, coral reefs, verdant forests and some spectacular dive sites.

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

1Baobab Beach

2Misali Island

3Mkame Ndume

4Old Fort

5Pemba Misali Sunset Beach

6Ras Mkumbuu

ACTIVITIES

7Umoja Children’s Park

SHOPPING

8Chake Town Market




TOP TIP

Zanzibar is a semi-autonomous part of Tanzania that is predominately Muslim, and Pemba Island is the most conservative of the two main islands. Show respect for the local culture by keeping yourself at least 75% covered.



Perusing Pemba’s Colonial History

Traders, rulers and revolutions

The Old Fort in Chake Chake, built on the town’s western periphery by the Portuguese and extended by the Omani Arabs, now serves as Pemba’s main museum. Divided into five informative exhibition rooms, the museum gives a perfect introduction to the history and culture of Pemba. Start with the Early History of Pemba, showcasing the earliest towns mentioned by Arab authors, and move on to Maritime History, showcasing a dhow used by traders. The Polities exhibition room shows the rule of local rulers, Portuguese, Omani sultans, a British protectorate, and independence and revolution. The Jail Room has interesting stories of its past use as a prison. The most intriguing part of the museum is the Swahili House Courtyard, where visitors can learn about the Swahili home, including a traditional food setup, a master bedroom, a washroom, a kitchen with cooking tools and a lifecycle orientation.
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BEST HOTELS IN CHAKE CHAKE

Pemba Island Hotel

Offering a peaceful retreat with its garden and stunning sea views. The rooms feature Swahili decor and modern amenities, while the restaurant serves delicious local and international cuisine. $

Pemba Misali Sunset Beach Hotel

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

Hotel Archipelago

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



WHERE TO EAT IN CHAKE CHAKE

Moharashr Restaurant 

A clean, modern and spacious eatery with delicious Swahili dishes served on polished wooden tables. $

Tahfif Restaurant 

They don't follow a menu here; make an order of any of the local dishes and they will prepare it for you. $

Ahaabna Restaurant 

A budget-friendly eating spot for travellers on a tight budget to indulge in tasty local dishes. $

Fairground Fun

From slave port to child’s play

Umoja Children’s Park is an amusement park located on the outskirts of Chake Chake, 1.3km northwest of Old Fort. The park is filled with colourful merry-go-rounds, swings, slides and other playground structures, providing hours of fun for children and adults alike. Built in 1968 at a marina site previously used primarily for auctioning and shipping of enslaved people, the park went in and out of operation during its half-century run and is now open (thanks to Chinese funding) only on weekends and public holidays.

But Umoja is not just a playground. It’s a community space where a diverse array of people come to enjoy cultural performances, live music and street food, making it a fine place to take the island’s pulse.
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BROWSING CHAKE TOWN MARKET

Chake Town Market is a vibrant world of colour and sound. The air is heavy with the scent of exotic spices, while the lively chatter of Swahili vendors and buyers fills your ears. Since the Pembans are not pushy, it’s a fairly relaxed shopping experience.

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

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



WHERE TO STAY IN CHAKE CHAKE

Le Tavern 

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

Chake Hotel 

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

Fair Apartments 

This non-smoking apartment features two bedrooms, a fully equipped kitchen, a balcony and free private parking. $

Exploring Pemba’s Historic Ruins

Bright and dark pasts

Ras Mkumbuu, located at the end of a narrow strip of land northwest of Chake Chake, is an important historical site in Pemba. This headland is home to the ruins of an ancient settlement called Qanbalu, which is Africa’s oldest-known Muslim town. It dates back to the 8th century and grew to become one of the major cities along the East African coast by the 10th century. The main ruins, including a large mosque, tombs and houses, were built in the 14th century and still have standing walls today. Qanbalu declined around the 16th century. The site is located about 10km from Chake Chake and its scenic location makes it a perfect spot for a stroll and a chance to take in the views of the surrounding landscape.

Located near the village of Pujini, about 10km southeast of Chake Chake, lie Mkame Ndume ruins, the remains of the palace of Mohammed bin Abdul Rahman, a ruthless ruler who governed Pemba before the Portuguese arrived in the late 15th century. The palace’s most striking feature is a grand stone staircase that once led to a 1km-long channel connecting the site to the ocean. Legend has it that Rahman was so merciless that he was nicknamed Mkame Ndume meaning ‘Milker of Men’, and his legacy lives on in the haunting remains of this once-grand palace. Those interested in history and architecture should manage their expectations.


CHAKE CHAKE BAY

Chake Chake Bay is located on the eastern coast of Pemba Island, part of Tanzania’s Zanzibar Archipelago. Bordered by a mangrove forest and the town of Chake Chake, the bay opens up to the Indian Ocean, with calm waters ideal for swimming, snorkelling and diving.

Its strategic location has made it an important hub for commerce throughout history, with evidence of early settlements dating back to the 7th century CE. The trade network was impressively extensive, and Pemba is believed to have exchanged goods with ancient Greece and China.

Today, Chake Chake Bay is a popular destination for travellers seeking to experience the natural beauty and rich cultural heritage of the Zanzibar Archipelago.



Nature’s Canvas

Chake Chake’s secret child

Pleading to be discovered is Misali Island, nestled in the Pemba Channel Conservation Area, which boasts some of the best diving and snorkelling experiences in East Africa. This uninhabited island is a perfect day trip for those seeking adventure and relaxation. After an hour-long scenic boat ride from the mainland out through Chake Chake Bay, visitors are greeted by the island’s stunning natural beauty.

With its clear waters and coral reefs, Misali Island offers an immersive experience. Visitors may encounter nesting turtles on the western beaches, while the northeastern coast features Baobab Beach, a serene spot with fine sand and a small ranger centre. Despite its popularity, there are no permanent settlements on the island, with locals primarily using it for fishing. Tourists are not permitted to camp on the island.

If you’re up for a hiking experience, Misali Island’s dense forest offers numerous walking trails and birdwatching opportunities. The island’s caves, located inland, which are believed to be inhabited by ancestral spirits, offer an intriguing opportunity for visitors to learn more about the island’s cultural heritage. Visitors can arrange a boat ride from Wesha or opt for an excursion through hotels or travel agencies. All visitors to the island must pay an admission fee, which helps to support the conservation efforts of the Pemba Channel Conservation Area.


GETTING AROUND

If you’re looking for a more adventurous way to get around, motorbike taxis (known as boda-boda in Swahili) are a popular option in Chake Chake and can take you to destinations off the beaten path.






Beyond Chake Chake
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There is more to Chake Chake: gentle lush green hills, wildlife biodiversity and unspoiled coastal beauty.


Beyond the charming town of Chake Chake lies a whole world of rarely visited sights and experiences. Travelling towards the south, you’ll come across Mkoani, a small uneventful town known for its busy harbour. Heading towards the north, you’ll find the coastal town of Wete, where flying foxes rule the night. Further inland lies the stunning Ngezi Forest, a pristine tropical rainforest teeming with biodiversity. Visit Kigomasha for an opportunity to take in panoramic views of Pemba Island from the lighthouse.
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Faro Ras Kigomasha Lighthouse | GIDEON IKIGAI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Ask for permission before taking photographs of people, domestic animals, businesses or religious sites.



Unbeatable Beaches near Mkoani

The best things are distant

Mkoani is 50 minutes away from Chake Chake by taxi and around an hour and 20 minutes by bus. Mkoani has the biggest and busiest harbour on Pemba Island, but the town itself remains a relaxed place. With over three-quarters of all ferries from Zanzibar or the mainland arriving at the coastal town, Mkoani has always been treated as a passage to the interior, and the best experiences are located kilometres away.

Set on the secluded west coast of Pemba Island to the north of Mkoani, and accessible only by boat, Fundu Lagoon is a serene and luxurious beach-side resort. There are beachfront bungalows and hillside suites with breathtaking sea views, while the resort’s restaurant offers a fusion of African and international cuisine. Guests can enjoy a range of activities, such as snorkelling, scuba diving and mangrove forest tours, as well as indulging in relaxation treatments at the on-site spa. The lagoon is also open to nonguests to experience activities and the natural beauty of the surrounding miniature jungle.

Then there is Kiweni Island, located 18km southeast of Mkoani, which is great for nature lovers. You can spot a wide range of marine life here, including sea turtles, powderblue surgeonfish, blue-spotted rays, butterflyfish and even dolphins. The island is fringed with soft, white-sand beaches and crystal-clear waters that offer excellent opportunities for swimming, snorkelling and diving, while Pemba Lodge provides accommodation and seafood dining by the ocean. Travellers can access Kiweni Island by boat from Mpene Ferry, which is a 38-minute drive from Mkoani.
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Fundu Lagoon | AGEFOTOSTOCK/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


ETIQUETTE & SAFETY IN PEMBA

Like any travel destination, Pemba has its own unique cultural customs and societal norms that visitors should be aware of and respect during their stay. The following are things to avoid:

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

• Wearing revealing clothing: it is advisable to wear clothes that cover the knees, especially for women.

• Disrespecting religious practices: pause your music when the mosque calls for prayer.

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

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

• Carrying large amounts of cash or wearing expensive jewellery in public.

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



WHERE TO STAY IN MKOANI

Fundu Lagoon

A luxurious 12-room hotel on a forested beachfront with safari-style tent rooms featuring private plunge pools. $$

Mkoani Hotel Zanzibar

This hotel offers 18 elegantly furnished rooms, including standard and executive categories. $$

Lala Lodge Pemba Zanzibar

Located at the best sunset-viewing spot in Mkoani, this beach lodge offers activities like diving, fishing and hiking. $$

The Flying Fox Sanctuary

A dark cloud of bats

As the sun begins to set over Kangagani village, just 22 minutes from Chake Chake, an enchanting spectacle takes flight: Pemba flying foxes begin their nightly journey from their roosting site on the island’s tropical forest to their feeding grounds.

Kidike Sanctuary is a protected area in the centre of Pemba Island, 3.5km east off the road from Chake Chake to Wete, which was established in 1996 to preserve the habitat of these nocturnals. These fascinating creatures are the largest fruit bats in the world, with a wingspan of up to 1.5m.

As you enter the sanctuary, the first thing that hits you is the sound. Thousands of bats roost in the trees, creating a symphony of chirps and flapping wings. The sanctuary is home to around 22,000 bats, which are crucial to the ecosystem of Pemba Island as they are the primary seed dispersers of many native plants.

The best time to see the bats is at sunset when they leave their roost to search for food. It’s an incredible sight to see them take off, gliding through the sky, like a dark cloud, in search of fruit. Visitors can take a guided tour of the sanctuary to learn more about the bats and their habitat.

The flying foxes in the Kidike Sanctuary are not only fascinating creatures to watch, but they also provide a valuable contribution to the local ecosystem. It’s a rare opportunity to witness these creatures in their natural habitat while contributing to their conservation efforts.
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Pemba flying foxes | Gideon Ikigai/shutterstock ©


PEMBA FLYING FOXES

The Pemba flying fox is a unique bat species critically endangered due to habitat loss and hunting. It plays a vital role in pollination and seed dispersal and has excellent eyesight, which is uncommon for bat species. These bats are highly social and use their chirps to communicate with each other. They rely heavily on their sense of smell, with large olfactory bulbs to process scents. Historically, hunting and habitat loss have caused their population to decline drastically. However, their numbers have risen thanks to conservation efforts by Tanzania’s Department of Forestry and the conservation organisation Fauna & Flora International. Nearly 100% of locals on Pemba Island support their conservation, and numbers are expected to rise to over 30,000 bats by 2025.



WHERE TO STAY IN WETE

Hill View Inn 

Budget accommodation with simple rooms and basic amenities including free wi-fi and an on-site restaurant. $

Pemba Crown Hotel 

Clean and friendly hotel well located for city-centre sightseeing. Couples may need to be married to stay together. $

Sharook Riviera Grand Lodge 

A peaceful retreat boasting a lush country feel in a three-storey building that gives reasonable ocean views. $

Fish, Friends & Fun at the Market

More than just seafood

On the northeast coast of Pemba, 40km from Chake Chake, a 50-minute taxi drive gets you to Tumbe Fish Market, an important part of Pemba’s commerce and a colourful hub of activity, where fishers and traders come together to sell the freshest catch of the day and barter other goods.

Tumbe existed for centuries as a city before its decline and was then established as a trading post for Arab and Indian merchants in the 19th century. Today it remains an important economic centre for the local community.

The market is a happening place, with a wide variety of fish and seafood on offer, including snapper, grouper, prawns, kingfish and octopus. You can watch as the fish is cleaned, prepared and barbecued right in front of you for an authentic Swahili munching experience, and even buy some to take back to your accommodation for a delicious seafood feast.

The market is also a great place to get a taste of the local culture. You’ll be greeted with warm smiles and friendly conversation, and may even be invited to join in a game of bao, a traditional Swahili board game.

To get to Tumbe Fish Market, take a taxi or local bus from Chake Chake. The market is open every day from early morning until late afternoon, so make sure to arrive early to catch the freshest fish of the day.


THE ANCIENT HISTORY OF TUMBE

Tumbe was a significant trading centre in the Indian Ocean between 600 and 1000 CE. It was the main city on Pemba Island, and there were smaller sites clustered around it. The agriculture system was focused on pearl millet, with contributions from rice, legumes, coconut and other tree nuts.

Ceramics played a crucial role in Tumbe’s society and were part of the Early Tana Tradition, connecting Pemba Island with civilisations along the East African coast. The ceramics found in Tumbe were notable for their graphite decoration and necked jars.

Shell beads were also an essential export from Tumbe, with a large number of bead grinders found at the site, suggesting that bead making was done in households and used for trade.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND NGEZI FOREST

Swahili Divers and Gecko Nature Lodge 

A seamless combo of diving and lodging with a variety of accommodation options. $

Verani Beach Lodge 

Lone beach-side cottages with a rural touch – cows freely roam the yard. $

Pemba Paradise 

Boasts 16 rooms, delectable meals, a beach, pool, bars and guided excursions to explore local culture and nature. $$

Owls, Monkeys & Mahogany

Forest of a thousand trails

It is an hour-long drive from Chake Chake to Ngezi Forest in the northwest of Pemba Island. This vast tropical rainforest attracts nature enthusiasts from afar. The forest was once a significant source of timber, with sawmill ruins still apparent, but now a part of it is a protected area because of its ecological significance. The forest supports 355 plant species and over 30 animal species, including velvet and red colobus monkeys.

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

Visitors must be accompanied by a guide. Specific bird-watching and bat-watching walks, and night walks, where the endemic Pemba scops owl and Pemba flying fox can be spotted, are also available.
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Vumawimbi Beach | Marcel Oosterwijk from Amsterdam, The Netherlands, CC BY-SA 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


WHERE TO EAT AT NGEZI FOREST

ISHI Coffee & Pizza

Charming village spot for scrumptious pizzas at affordable prices; the owner’s warm hospitality adds to the experience. $

Karibu Kitchen

A well-kept local restaurant with a relaxed vibe on the edge of Ngezi Forest serving African meals with takeaways available for the road. $

Palace Café

Whenever in doubt, eat chipsi mayai, a Tanzanian staple made of fries mixed with eggs. This 24-hour café specialises in it. $



Views from Ras Kigomasha

Adventures in the northern tip

Off the northern coast of Pemba Island lies the sleepy fishing village of Kigomasha. It’s a 90-minute drive from Chake Chake, and offers a wealth of natural beauty and cultural experiences.

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

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

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

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

Getting to Kigomasha is easy, with regular flights from Pemba’s airport and boats from neighbouring Zanzibar followed by a 60km drive from Chake Chake, or an additional 29km from Mkoani.

WHERE TO STAY IN RAS KIGOMASHA

Manta Resort & Underwater Room

All-inclusive resort located by the beach with cottages, villas and an underwater room. $$$

Aiyana

Luxury meets simplicity in this 30-villa beach resort with an organic gourmet experience. $$$

Pemba Moonlight Guesthouse & Restaurant

This charming establishment offers homely accommodation and authentic local dining. $$
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Ngezi Forest | Ariadne Van Zandbergen/Alamy Stock Photo ©


THE CAVES OF RAS KIGOMASHA

Pango la Watoro

Located right on the east coast beach on Ras Kigomasha, the cave used to be a hiding spot for escaping slaves jumping ship en route to the Middle East.

Pango la Kijiji

A dry hole with natural descending ropes made from tree roots exists in the middle of the bush in Kigomasha village just outside Ngezi Forest; it has few visitors.

Moonlight Cave

Located 1km away from the west coast beach, this water-filled cave hosts various marine species while offering short kayaking experiences.




GETTING AROUND

Pemba is a relatively small island, so cycling can be a great way to explore the local villages and countryside, especially Ngezi Forest and Ras Kigomasha. Just be sure to wear comfortable shoes and stay hydrated.






NORTHEASTERN TANZANIA

[image: jpg]

MOUNTAINS, TRADITIONAL CULTURE AND BEACHES

Combine rarely-visited mountain ranges with the tropical appeal and historical fascination of the Swahili Coast.
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Kingfisher, Saadani National Park | ALEXANDRA GIESE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Nowhere else on the East African coast can you so perfectly combine a beach holiday with a cool highland escape than in northeastern Tanzania: imagine chilling on pristine beaches near Pangani in the morning, and ending the day on a peak in the Usambara Mountains as the sun sets behind Kilimanjaro.

If active holidays are your thing, the Usambaras and the Pare Mountains offer everything you could want, including multi-day trekking and cycling expeditions. Culturally, the region is also incredibly diverse – stretching from the vibrant Maasai Steppe through the highland hamlets of the Pare and Sambaa people, to the ancient traditions of the Swahili Coast. The coast is also rich in historical sights, with the ruins at Tongoni and Kaole standing out as prime attractions. Bagamoyo has a disturbing slaving history, and the stories of explorers such as Stanley and Livingstone, as well as the old Tanga town, retain a strong historical fascination. You needn’t skimp on your wildlife viewing, either: while Saadani National Park (famous for its beach-roaming wildlife) can hardly compare with the likes of the Serengeti, Mkomazi National Park is one of Tanzania’s greatest unsung safari hotspots.

Connected for the most part by good roads, the entire region is very accessible while still retaining the privileged feel of being far removed from the tourist trail.
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Tea plantation, Usambara Mountains | PAUL ABEL/shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

Bagamoyo

Centre of the Swahili Coast.

Pangani

Beaches, safaris and ancient towns.

USAMBARA MOUNTAINS

Highland trekking and montane forests.

Pare MOUNTAINS

Culture, and Mkomazi National Park.



Find Your Way

We’ve uncovered the numerous historical, cultural and natural riches of this diverse area and defined its ideal hubs, allowing you to experience your own unique version of northeastern Tanzania.
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Plan Your Time

With such varied terrain to travel through, its important to plan ahead carefully and ensure sufficient time to experience the culture and history of the coastal strip and the wilderness of the mountains.


[image: jpg]

Mkomazi National Park | KATIEKK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Using Same as a Base

By basing yourself in the town of Same, you’ll have easy access to the wonderful Mkomazi National Park, and you can also make short trips to the agricultural communities of the Pare Mountains or go highland trekking in the nearby Usambaras. Same also offers the chance to visit some Maasai manyatta (settlements) in the surrounding plains.




Four Days on the Coast

Use one of the low-key beach resorts around Ushongo or Sange as a base from which to explore the historic town of Pangani. From Ushongo, it’s 65km to Saadani National Park, so arrive for an early-morning wildlife drive and stay two nights. Finish your trip with a sunset stroll along one of the beaches here, where elephants and lions sometimes roam.



Seasonal highlights

SPRING

September brings good wildlife-spotting conditions. Bagamoyo International Festival of Arts & Culture occurs in October.

SUMMER

A great time to explore the highlands and capitalise on mango season. Karibu Music Festival takes place in Bagamoyo every November.

AUTUMN

The long rains can make travel difficult in the highlands. By May, the rains have eased – a great time for birdlife.

WINTER

Head northeast to escape high season, beginning in July. The Festival of the Dhow brings visitors to the Swahili Coast.



BAGAMOYO
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In November 1874, Henry Morton Stanley left Bagamoyo to explore what he described as the ‘white blank’ of the interior. Bagamoyo had seen numerous expeditions (and even more slave-trading caravans), but it’s doubtful whether the citizens of this historic Swahili port had seen the likes of Stanley’s convoy of 356 porters, guides, hunters and guards that occupied the best part of a kilometre along the trail leading westwards out of town.

Such pomp and ceremony are a thing of the past in sleepy Bagamoyo these days, but a palpable sense of frontier history still pervades the dusty streets, making this one of Tanzania’s most interesting towns. Local tribes such as the Wakwere and the Wazaramo maintain their crafts (specifically beadwork and basketry) as well as their fishing and agricultural lifestyles, and you will also see fine examples of Indian, Omani and Yemeni architecture among the crumbling relics of colonial Germany and Britain.
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Old Arab Fort, Bagamoyo | Christian Nieke/shutterstock ©
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SIGHTS

1Arab Tea House

2Catholic Historic Museum

3German Boma

4Hanging Place

5Livingstone Tower

6Mission Cross

7Old Arab Fort

8Old Customs House




TOP TIP

Bagamoyo is a comfortable 70km drive on good tarmac from Dar es Salaam (or two hours from its airport), making it an ideal (and speedy) escape from the bustling metropolis. It’s also the perfect first stop in which to acclimatise to tropical temperatures.



Old Bagamoyo’s Historic Walking Trail

THE DARK DAYS OF THE SWAHILI COAST

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

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

From here, you can wander down towards the beach. Turn south at the marble monument known as the Mission Cross and walk along Bagamoyo’s busy waterfront – where timber dhows are still built. Just after the clamour of the fish market, look out for the lovely Old Customs House (1894).

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


SLAVERY & THE SPIRITANS

In 1863, a group of missionaries known as the Holy Ghost Fathers (also known as the Spiritans) began ransoming slaves in an effort to free them, educate them and ‘bring them to Christianity’. The Catholic Historic Museum tells the disturbing story of decades of shameful slavery and human trafficking through the anecdotes of some of the 1238 survivors whom the Holy Ghost Fathers liberated. The museum is open daily from 8am and charges Tsh10,000 admission. Across from the museum is the Livingstone Tower. In February 1874, slavery abolitionist and explorer David Livingstone’s mummified body was laid to rest – for a single night – before being shipped onwards to London.



WHERE TO STAY IN BAGAMOYO

IDC Guest House

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

Firefly Boutique Lodge

Comfortable rooms in a historic Arabic trader’s house; with a swimming pool and tropical garden. $$

Millennium Seabreeze

Bagamoyo’s best swimming pool, as well as a restaurant, bar and spa; worth splashing out on. $$$

A Glimpse into Early Swahili Culture

AN EARLY TRADING SETTLEMENT

A bumpy road runs 5km southwards from Bagamoyo to Kaole, the spectacular complex of ruined tombs, houses and mosques dating back to the 13th century. It is said that when the Omani sultan first began building here, locals were intrigued. ‘Chite kaole,’ they said (‘Let’s go and see’) and – so the story goes – the name ‘Kaole’ stuck. You are likely to have the place to yourself as you wander among crumbled walls and mysterious ruins.

Be sure to stop first at the little museum that details the international trade in ivory, rhino horn, animal skins and slaves. Imports, in the form of trade-goods, included glass beads, daggers and ceramics from the Arabic world, and from as far away as India. Kaole’s natural harbour – the original reason for the foundation of the sultan’s trading and military settlement – has long since silted up and is now overrun by mangroves, so you can’t actually get close to the shoreline. But keep an eye out for the monitor lizards that often come out of the forest to sunbathe on the stonework.

Kaole’s 13th-century mosque was one of the first to be built in what would later become mainland Tanzania. There’s also a 15th-century mosque and 22 graves. A particularly notable excavation is the tomb of Sharifa (believed to be an aristocratic girl) – it is interesting to note that her grave remains an important spiritual venue where citizens frequently make offerings, even today. Towards the end of the 15th century, the settlement was attacked by the Portuguese and abandoned in favour of Bagamoyo.


BAGAMOYO’S DISTURBING PAST

The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, described as the world’s first guidebook (compiled in the 1st century CE), mentions the slave-port of ‘Rhapta’, believed to be in the vicinity of modern-day Dar es Salaam. Some geographers believe that the port of Rhapta may actually be Kaole or Bagamoyo. By the 17th century, however, the Arabic traders and slavers had transferred their centre of operations to Bagamoyo, chiefly as a waystation for slaves en route from the interior to the slave market in Zanzibar (just 35km away). At the height of Bagamoyo’s prominence, an estimated 50,000 slaves passed through the town. It’s said that four times that many died on the 2000km forced march from the African interior.




GETTING AROUND

Dalla-dalla (minibuses) leave Dar es Salaam’s Makumbusho terminal (5km north of the city centre) throughout the day for the two-hour ride to Bagamoyo. Bagamoyo itself is small enough to be easily walkable. Boda-boda (motorbike taxis) and dalla-dalla congregate near the fish market (next to the Old Customs House), but even if you’re going as far afield as Kaole (a pleasant 5km walk), you’ll find that most sights can be reached on foot.





PANGANI
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Pangani, with a population of just 8000, is further from Dar es Salaam than Bagamoyo, and hence less well known. However, as another historic dhow port of the Swahili Coast, Pangani was once one of the main settlements south of Mombasa for slave and ivory trading. It was also a departure point for European explorers, including Hungarian Count Samuel Teleki, who departed the town in 1887 to become the first Westerner to cross from Pangani to what is now southern Ethiopia. (Along the way, he also made the first recorded serious attempt on Kilimanjaro, but failed to reach the summit because of ear problems.)

You’ll catch a sense of some of Pangani’s past glory among the crumbling and faded stonework of the old town. However, the main draw of the town is its proximity to some of East Africa’s loveliest and wildest beaches.
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SIGHTS

1Administrative Building

2Dock

3Nusura Beach

4Old Slave Market

5Sange Beach

6Ushongo Beach

SLEEPING

7Barry’s Beach Resort

8Kijongo Bay Resort

9Mike’s Beach Cotttages




TOP TIP

There are hopes for a Pangani River bridge to be completed by 2025 but, for the time being, the beaches to the south are only connected to Pangani by a ferry. While the river mouth is only about 300m wide at this point, waiting times for the ferry could be up to an hour.



Explore Pangani’s Crumbling Centre

OLD PANGANI’S EVOCATIVE RIVERFRONT QUARTER

There’s a unique charm to Pangani, and it’s sufficiently far from the beaten track to allow you to wander the old town uninterrupted by the souvenir vendors who are likely to accost you in Bagamoyo. Due to the sheltered mouth of the Pangani River, the town was already established as a dhow port by the 6th century CE. It later became a major trading centre, with slave (and ivory) caravans arriving here from Lake Tanganyika. Fortunately, times have changed, and business now revolves around sisal, maize, bananas and cassava.

There is still an unmistakable Arabic feel to the town, even as you walk past the fading ochre walls of the old structures on the streets, especially the German-built administrative building, located behind an oasis-like screen of palms and riverside greenery. Wander past the historic dock, where dhows loaded with ivory once moored, and the site of the riverfront slave market on Port Road – poignantly evocative of darker periods in the region’s history. The old boma that was once the mansion of an Omani trader was built in 1810, and you’ll also walk past several crumbling shophouses – on what’s known locally as Indian Street – that bear an unmistakable Asian influence.

By the end of the 19th century, Tanga had become the major administrative and trading hub on this part of the coast. It is perhaps thanks to this that sleepy Pangani has retained its charm. However, it remains an ideal location in which to gain insight into regional history.
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PANGANI’S INLAND & OFFSHORE WATERWAYS

Taking a boat trip through Pangani’s waterways is an excellent way to gain new perspective on this fascinating area. Pangani Coast Cultural Tourism Programme can arrange boat trips up the Pangani River, through sprawling coconut groves and thatch-roofed settlements that have changed little over time. Look out for crocodiles and spot some of Tanzania’s 1000 bird species on your way. Going offshore, the waters of the Pemba Channel are the domain of large marlin, sailfish, dorado, yellow-fin tuna and barracuda. Bahari Pori Bandas run fishing expeditions here, with all equipment helpfully supplied, on traditional dhows or modern boats.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR PANGANI’S BEACHES

Bahari Pori Bandas

This low-key resort with tented accommodation represents Pangani’s nearest and best budget-beach stay. $

Pangani Cliffs Lodge

A 10-minute drive south of town, this lovely lodge combines barefoot luxury with a wild beach. $$

Capricorn Beach Cottages

An idyllic beach getaway 12km south of Pangani; comes with restaurant and beach barbecue. $$$

Beach-Bumming Around Pangani

EAST AFRICA’S MOST UNSPOILED BEACHES

More than 70km of wave-washed white sand stretches southwards from Pangani – and another 20km runs in an almost unbroken line northwards.

An hour’s drive south of Pangani, you’ll find the low-key Ushongo Beach, a barefoot hangout that’s a favourite getaway for many Arusha residents. It’s the sort of place where you could happily chill for a week or so, sipping dawa cocktails and shooting pool in the bar at Mike’s Beach Cottages. Ushongo is a great place to simply chill in the shade of the palms trees, but when the tide is out, enjoy walking for miles along acres of gleaming sand, where fish eagles call mournfully and hermit crabs jostle like rolled dice. For visitors who would like to indulge in a tropical beach holiday without the crowded resorts of Zanzibar, Ushongo is a tempting alternative.

Lying about 40 minutes south of Ushongo, Sange Beach is famous for its more upscale resorts, but it’s a tad more difficult to access. If you are self-driving, you might need a 4WD and high ground clearance to get through the 4km of talcum-powder sand leading to the beach. Kijongo Bay Resort, the most sumptuous resort in the area, can arrange transfers from as far afield as Dar es Salaam, Saadani and Tanga.

Just 5km south from here, you’ll find lots more of that icing-sugar white sand at a spot that is known to locals as Nusura Beach. Barry’s Beach Resort has charming timber and thatch bungalows fronting the water here. So grab a cocktail and settle in.


THE SWAHILI COAST’S UNIQUE TEXTILES

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

Kanga have been described as a village-level form of Swahili Twitter. They can be used to share religious messages or motivational slogans, but often, they display semi-cryptic messages offering warnings aimed at thwarting the neighbourhood gossips. Kanga got their name from the Swahili word for guinea fowl. The earliest versions comprised simple patterns of white dots on black fabric, reminiscent of the speckled feathers of the guinea fowl.




GETTING AROUND

Daily buses run from Dar es Salaam’s Ubungo bus terminal to Pangani. Best to reserve tickets (Tsh15,000) at the bus offices in Dar es Salaam.

If you are driving and approaching Pangani from the south, allow time for the Pangani ferry queues – it costs a mere Tsh5000 for a car, but there might be up to an hour’s wait at busy times.

The beachfront at Ushongo and Sange are not served by dalla-dalla so unless you have a rental car (ideally 4WD), your best bet will be to arrange transport through a resort or hotel, or find a relatively intrepid taxi-driver.






Beyond Pangani


[image: jpg]

Low-key Pangani makes an attractive base from which to explore the Swahili Coast’s tropical landscapes.


You’re in for a treat whichever direction you head from Pangani, as the coastline along the Pemba Channel is famous for its endless stretches of white sand and monumental baobabs. Going south, head through Saadani National Park – an area patrolled by a large population of elephants and big cats. This is one of the few places in Africa where you have the chance to spot wildlife (elephants, lions, waterbucks and monkeys) right on the beach. North from Pangani is lovely Tanga. It’s worth taking a few days to explore the world-class sights here, including the historic old town, the spooky Amboni Caves and the evocative Tongoni Ruins.
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Angola colobus monkeys | WRANGEL/GETTY IMAGES ©


TOP TIP

This coastline is the best place to sample Tanzania’s national cocktail – dawa – an invigorating, potent mix of vodka, lime and honey.



Saadani’s Beach-Roaming Wildlife

A CELEBRATED BEACH-AND-BUSH ESCAPE

Saadani National Park is a wildlife mecca where elephants, hippos and, occasionally, lions, saunter along the sands. These are extremely rare occurrences but, nevertheless, this accessible coastal wilderness is certainly one of the most appealing beach-and-bush destinations in Africa. If a seashore safari is what you’re after, then this spot – a two hour ride by public bus or taxi south of Pangani – could be just the ticket.

There’s a good chance of seeing crocodiles, waterbucks, giraffes and bohor reedbucks. With a little more luck, you might even rack up rare sightings of Angola colobus monkeys, Lichtenstein’s hartebeests or red duikers. However, buffaloes and leopards are harder still to spot – and those beach-plodding lions could almost be part of a Saadani myth.

Nevertheless, this place is justifiably popular with those hankering for a safari experience. Due to the varied habitat of savannah, palms, coastal thicket, mangroves, beach and estuary, this gigantic wilderness is also famous among birdwatchers. Saadani’s waterways offer a chance to see Pel’s fishing owls, mangrove kingfishers, African skimmers, flamingos and fish eagles.

Add to these potential sightings the fact that Saadani is one of East Africa’s best-protected breeding sites for green sea turtles and that you might (if you take an offshore boat-trip) be able to watch dolphins or even catch a glimpse of a humpback whale, and it’s easy to see why Saadani has so many dedicated fans.


ACTIVITIES ON LAND & WATER

If you prefer to stay on dry land, then a walking safari in Saadani National Park provides a rare opportunity to examine the small print of the wilderness: ask your guide to explain footprints and spoor (the track or scent of an animal), insect species, birdlife and the quirks of Saadani’s varied habitats.

Alternatively, if you wish to find your sea legs, a popular excursion is a boat trip among the hippos and crocs on the Wami River. Some nearby lodges also offer full day ‘sea safaris’ for sightings of the region’s offshore marine wildlife.



WHERE TO STAY IN SAADANI

TANAPA Cottages

Tents (and cottages) near the park’s northern entrance; game-drives, walking safaris and night drives can be arranged. $

Saadani Safari Lodge

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

Kisampa

Kisampa is an ecolodge that offers volunteer opportunities in conservation and community projects for visitors. $$

A Stroll Through Historic Tanga

EXPLORE TANGA’S OLD TOWN

The Urithi Tanga Museum on Independence Avenue is the ideal starting point for a historical stroll (about 4km) through what might be Tanzania’s most charming city: Tanga. The term urithi means ‘heritage’ in Swahili and while the museum’s collection of historic photos and artefacts is captivating, it’s worth the Tsh10,000 entrance fee just for a chance to stroll through this majestic colonial administration building (built in 1890).

Next to the museum – also on Independence Avenue – you’ll find the lovely old Tanga Library (formerly King George’s Memorial Library), which cost US$19,000 to build in 1957. Further along Independence Avenue, you’ll come across a whole cluster of delightful buildings in varying states of decay, built between the 1930s and the 1960s. Detour into Jamhuri Park (Republic Park) to visit the Askari Monument and the German Clock Tower (built from coral stone in 1901).

Turning inland to Arab Road you’ll pass the 100-year-old Usambara Courthouse on your way to the small park (where Swahili Street meets India Street) that is famous for its WWI graves. Saunter over to Market Street and continue until you reach the bustling Uzunguni Market, then head down Mkwakwani Road, past the Old Tanga School, to follow Ring Street across the front of the colonialera Railway Station.

From here, Railway Street leads to Uhuru Park (Freedom Park), and you’ll get a deeper sense of Tanga’s multicultural past as Goan Street leads you towards St Augustine’s Church and the gleaming white domes of the Greek Orthodox Church, built 150 years ago by Greek merchants. Circle back to Independence Avenue, and soak up City Hall and the crumbling Tanga Press Club before returning to the museum.


TONGONI RUINS

In 1499, Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama anchored his ships near what is now the ruins of Tongoni. With most of his crew dead or dying of scurvy, da Gama was grateful to re-provision at what was then a booming trade town. The settlement of Tongoni – established in the 13th century by traders from Shiraz – was a vital link in a trading network that stretched from the African interior to the Arabian Gulf and the Indian subcontinent. The complex is notable for the excavated tombs, with their tall Shirazi pillars, and mighty baobabs that shade the enclosure. There is a ticket office in the fenced enclosure, and knowledgeable guides are available (donations accepted).



WHERE TO STAY IN TANGA

Panori Hotel

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

CBA Hotel

Reliable midrange hotel with a great campsite and a good restaurant on the property. $$

Tanga Beach Resort

Fully-equipped resort (with pool, spa and fitness centre) on the beachfront, yet within minutes of the city. $$$

A Subterranean Adventure into the Amboni Caves

EXPLORE AN EXTENSIVE CAVE NETWORK

The Amboni Caves were declared a conservation area in 1922, but the limestone caverns and tunnels were formed about 150 million years ago, during the Jurassic period, and are said to be one of the most extensive subterranean systems in East Africa, with the longest cave measuring about 900m.

Guides (and rechargeable lanterns) are on hand to show you around the two much shorter caves that are open to the public – and which have now, in most places, been floored with paving slabs. You won’t learn a lot about the geological processes that were responsible for these formations, since the tours seem to focus more on the rocks that have eroded into a variety of natural sculptures resembling a lion’s head, the map of Africa, a ship, an elephant, a plane. (No explanation is offered as to why almost all the formations in the second cave appear, according to the guides, to resemble female genitalia.)

There is an unexpected aspect of adventure to the cave tours, however, with some of the caverns filled with hundreds of swooping bats and giant spiders. A section known as Njia Nyembamba (the Narrow Way), which you can only tackle on hands and knees, is an exercise in claustrophobia – especially if your guide playfully kills the lantern halfway through.

Before the caves were known to the outside world, they were a place of worship, and you will still see some shrines in the natural alcoves, with fresh offerings to divine spirits known as Mzimu wa Mabuvu. The caves now have a new dirt-track access and an efficient ticket office, complete with trained guides. They are open to visitors from 9am to 5pm.
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Amboni Caves | Veronika Berdnikova, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


TANGA’S WHITE GOLD & GRASSES

Tanga is surrounded by vast plains covered in a prehistoric-looking spiky plant. This sisal, a species of agave, was introduced from Latin America in 1892. By the 1960s, the crop was known as ‘Tanganyika’s white gold’. The leaves are harvested for their strong, straight fibres that are used to make ropes, carpets and bags, which you will see for sale in the many shops along Independence Road, along with other traditional artefacts. Long before the arrival of sisal, local women were weaving endemic grasses to create kawa, large cones that could be placed over dishes to protect food. It is said that these kawa were often decorated with cryptic messages aimed at the men of the household.



GOURMET SWAHILI SPECIALITIES

Mandazi

These triangles of deep-fried coconut-flavoured dough are eaten at breakfast, and at night on the coast.

Urojo

A delicious soup of potatoes and raw grated mango, flavoured with coconut milk and spices.

Kuku Paka

Afro–Indian–Arabic speciality of chicken marinated in a rich coconut sauce.

Amani’s Unsung Jungle Habitat

EXPLORE TROPICAL MONTANE FOREST

Despite lying just 70km from Tanga, the Amani Nature Reserve, in the wetter East Usambara Mountains, is tricky to access. But don’t be deterred, because this gigantic montane forest (one of the richest forest habitats in East Africa) repays the determined traveller many times over.

The reserve is ranked (by BirdLife International) as the world’s 12th best birdwatching venue, yet the park sees just under 400 visitors annually. The shadowy forest covers the hillside so thickly that it’s difficult to get good bird sightings without the help of the reserve’s experienced guides. But even to the untutored eye, it’s difficult to overlook the botanical riches of Amani, or the countless butterflies (some very rare) that its many flowers attract.

Amani had been protected under the German administration for more than a century, and was already renowned as the biggest botanical garden in Africa (with as many as 1000 species of plants) when it was created as a reserve in 1997. Six years later, Amani was the scene of a gold rush that brought in an invasion of around 10,000 people, and the government had to step up patrols to protect the natural resources and the watershed that was vital for surrounding farmland. The logging that has been another curse in recent years has not entirely been stopped, but Amani remains a worthwhile destination for those in search of some blissful forest activities. Summit Expeditions & Nomadic Experience can arrange trips to Amani for you.
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Amani Nature Reserve | Arnold Tibaijuka, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


AMANI’S SIGHTINGS & ACTIVITIES

There are two official rest houses and a tented camp within the reserve, and staff can arrange a variety of guided activities for you including hiking, birdwatching, mountain-biking and night-walks. Apart from the shady forested trails and the reserve’s famous cascades and waterfalls, Amani is known for some unique sightings that you won’t find elsewhere on the planet. Be sure to carry binoculars, since the reserve’s once-in-a-lifetime tick-list superstars include Amani sunbirds, banded green sunbirds and green-headed orioles. Other rare sightings include Jackson’s three-horned chameleons, the African violet, black-and-white colobus monkeys and St Valencious – a tree that can’t be found anywhere else in the world.




GETTING AROUND

Saadani National Park is accessible by daily buses running through the park (connecting Pangani and Bagamoyo). It’s advisable to arrange transport to the camp in advance. It’s usually easier and more cost-effective to organise a visit to one of the lodges, such as the all-inclusive Saadani Safari Lodge.

Buses from Pangani run to Tanga’s Kange bus terminal. The Amboni Caves (9km north of the city) and the Tongoni Ruins (9km southwards) can be accessed by rented cycles from Tanga, by boda-boda, or by taxi. The town of Muheza is the access point for Amani National Park, but if you’re travelling by local transport, try to time your arrival to coincide with the afternoon bus (departing 2pm) to Amani.





USAMBARA MOUNTAINS
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After the monotony of the sun-baked plains lying south of the mountains, with their hectares of sisal, corn and sugarcane, the coolness of the Usambara highlands and the picturesque mountain backdrops come as a welcome change.

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

It takes a certain determination to reach Usambara’s most isolated valleys (it was undoubtedly this that deterred German architects), but don’t let that put you off. You could easily spend a week or more hiking between villages, and the tourism infrastructure is developed enough to offer numerous tempting accommodation options.
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Usambara Mountains | MATHIASMOELLER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: jpg]


SIGHTS

1German Military Cave

2Irente Viewpoint

3Kisasa Waterfall

4Magamba Forest

5Mazumbai Forest

6Nilo Nature Forest Reserve

ACTIVITIES

7Kigulu Hakwewa Peak

8Lwengera Valley

9Magamba Peak

SLEEPING

10Mambo View Point Eco Lodge

11Mullers Mountain Lodge

EATING

12Irente Farm Lodge

13St Eugene’s Mission

SHOPPING

14Lushoto Market




TOP TIP

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



Cycling Through the Usambaras

A REMOTE REGION ON TWO WHEELS

A brief glimpse of the topography of the Usambaras is enough to raise the heart rate of the fittest cyclist. Since organised routes tend to begin at around 2000m and descend to the lowlands (or even the beach), the best cycling adventures are filled with exciting freewheeling sections.

It’s hard to imagine a more pleasant African climate or backdrop for an extended highland cycling trip. Mambo View Point Eco Lodge is the ideal launching pad for a journey through both the East and West Usambaras. From here, it’s a scenic downhill run through Lushoto to Mullers Mountain Lodge (around 55km). The following day, your route takes in Mazumbai Forest before dropping down into the hot, dry Lwengera Valley, which separates the East and West Usambaras.

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

Some people choose to extend the trip by adding a couple of days of game-driving (or, for the highly active, walking safaris) at Mkomazi National Park to the beginning of the trip, or perhaps a dhow voyage to Zanzibar to the end. Sadly, there have been reports of occasional robberies of solo travellers in the Usambara region, so it is recommended to travel in this area with a local guide. Moshi-based Summit Expeditions & Nomadic Experience are famous for high-octane, high-energy adventures all over Tanzania and can arrange cycling, trekking and running tours through the Usambaras.


USAMBARA’S MARKETS

Try to time your visits to the villages in the area to coincide with the local morning markets, when traders arrive from throughout the region with produce, crafts and livestock. As the most important social and economic events in the week, these markets are the best places to experience local life.

The main market in Lushoto (the biggest in the area) is on Sunday, with a smaller market on Thursday. Head to Soni for the market on Saturday, with a smaller version on Tuesday. Bumbuli has a main market on Saturday, and a smaller one on Tuesday. Then there are also the Sunga (Monday) and Mlalo (Wednesday) markets to peruse.



WHERE TO STAY IN LUSHOTO

St Eugene’s Lodge

A budget option with plain but comfortable rooms. The restaurant serves excellent homemade jams and cheeses. $

Lawns Hotel

With friendly staff and comfortable rooms, this might be the best-value accommodation in Lushoto. $$

Milemeleni Guesthouse

A peaceful and relaxing budget option set among tropical gardens that are a magnet for birds. $

The West Usambara Mountains on Foot

ICONIC DAY HIKES

For a short morning stroll, aim for the dramatic Kisasa Waterfall, which cascades out of the West Usambaras in a clear 40m drop. It’s just a 3.5km walk from Lushoto, and best of all, you can break the return journey with lunch at St Eugene’s Mission.

For a day hike, the Irente Viewpoint is a 14km round-trip from Lushoto. Make sure to allow plenty of time, as the route takes in several communities, all offering a fascinating insight into Sambaa culture. The Sambaa have a rich tradition of storytelling through song and consider the lowland plains to be a place of death and sickness. The viewpoint itself has a spectacular lookout over those plains, and consider breaking the walk back with lunch at Irente Farm Lodge, where you can also stock up on fresh cheese, yoghurt and organic coffee.

On another day hike, the trail from Lushoto passes through traditional Sambaa villages – most notably the royal settlement of Kwembago, the seat of Sambaa kings – on the way to Magamba Forest. The forest is renowned for its botanical diversity, troops of black-and-white colobus monkeys, Usambara sunbirds and spectacular chameleons. Try to find the hidden cave in the forest that was once used by German military. From here, you can continue hiking up to Kigulu Hakwewa Peak (1840m) and cross the ridge to Magamba Peak (2227m) before returning to Lushoto via the dramatic Kisasa Waterfall. By the time you’ve completed the 18km trek (allow about seven hours), you’ll have earned a refreshing glass of sugarcane beer at one of the traditional home-breweries on the edge of town.


MULTI-DAY USAMBARA TREKS

On a three-day West Usambara trek, leaving Lushoto through a chain of traditional Sambaa villages, you pass through Magamba Forest to overnight at a guesthouse in Malindi. The highland trail winds onward across the mountains to Rangwi Convent. From here, you pass through Shagayu Forest and climb to the highest point in the Usambara Mountains before returning to Lushoto.

For something even more challenging, try the rugged six-day walk that takes you down steep West Usambara trails to the mission station of Bumbuli, then to the montane forest of Mazumbai, and onwards to Amani Nature Reserve. It is not advisable to hike alone, so try to find an experienced guide for this.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE MOUNTAINS

Tona Lodge

With claims to the first tourist lodge in Tanzania, this Pare Mountains property in Mbaga is a favourite. $

Mambo View Point Eco Lodge

Ecolodge with mountain views and a range of activities, including cultural experiences in nearby Mambo. $$

Swiss Farm Cottage

A hiking and biking retreat with charming cottages (and safari-style tents) in a meadow above Lushoto in the Usambaras. $$$

Cultural Highlights of the Usambaras

TWIN STRONGHOLDS OF HIGHLAND CULTURE

The Usambaras – part of the ancient Eastern Arc mountain chain – are divided into the east and west ranges, and are home to several unique communities.

The West Usambaras are the traditional homeland of the Sambaa cultural group. Lushoto is the main Sambaa market town, but neighbouring Soni and Mambo (on the far northern ridge of the Usambaras) are other bases from which to get valuable insights into tribal culture. The Sambaa people are known for their traditional healers, who create potions and remedies from mountain herbs and shrubs, and for their fine pottery (check out the women’s pottery cooperative in the village of Kwai). Mambo View Point Eco Lodge works with local development projects and can arrange homestays and cooking classes with a Sambaa family.

The East Usambaras, crowned by the montane forest of Amani, are wilder and less visited. This area has communities from the Sambaa, Zigua, Kilindi and Mbugu ethnic groups. The Mbugu were traditionally pastoralists who simultaneously retain a close relationship with their forest homelands. In the East Usambaras, you can combine wilderness hikes with cultural experiences such as traditional dances, consultations with healers, and a chance to sample home-brewed beer. For security, ease of travel and communications, it’s advisable to travel with a guide who is familiar with local communities and customs, and who knows the region well. In any case, you will miss out on a great part of the experience without a knowledgeable translator. Summit Expeditions & Nomadic Experience comes highly recommended.


BIRDWATCHING IN THE USAMBARAS

Per Holmen, founder of Holmen Birding Safaris, considers the Usambaras to be one of the most exciting birding destinations in Tanzania.

The lower slopes, savannahs and woodlands of Mkomazi offer sightings of black-bellied sunbirds, eastern violet-backed sunbirds, Tsavo sunbirds, Abyssinian scimitarbills and Nubian woodpeckers. Storks – openbills, spoonbills, yellow-bills, marabous and woolly-necks – strut around the waterholes and dams.

Magamba Forest in the West Usambaras offers sightings of Usambara weavers, Usambara double-collared sunbirds, Hartlaub’s turacos and Fülleborn’s boubous. Amani Nature Reserve in the East Usambaras is similarly rich in diversity with birds, including Sharpe’s akalat, Kretschmer’s longbill, Amani sunbird, Uluguru violet-backed sunbird, Usambara eagle-owl and Usambara hyliota.



CULINARY SPECIALITIES OF THE USAMBARAS

Jam

Delicious homemade fruit jam is made by the sisters of the missions around Lushoto and Soni.

Banana soup

Spicy banana soup is a hearty, country dish that’s served in most Lushoto eateries.

Wine

Sakharani wine is produced at the Benedictine mission of the same name, east of Soni town.

Lushoto, Usambara’s Basecamp

TANZANIA’S HISTORIC HILL-STATION RETREAT

Known during the German administration as Wilhelmstal, Lushoto was a favourite hill-station retreat due to its cool mountain climate and fertile valley (1200m above sea level). Several evocative German buildings – a handful of churches and missions, country estates and an old prison – remain as reminders of grandiose plans that almost led to the founding of a colonial capital here. Perhaps it’s fortunate that Lushoto escaped that honour, as this relaxed agricultural town is one of the most charming communities in the country and makes a wonderful base from which to explore the West Usambaras. If possible, time your visit so that you are in Lushoto on Sunday, when the colourful and bustling Lushoto Market forms the highlight of the social calendar for the surrounding farmsteads and communities.

As you trek through the area, you’ll come across other German landmarks, such as the old colonial outpost of Shume, where many of the early settlers’ buildings are still in use. The real highlights of the region are in the traditional communities of the Sambaa people (such as the royal settlement of Kwembago), and these are always best visited with a local guide as there have been reports of solo hikers being robbed on isolated trails. Trekking routes invariably loop along the flanks of the mountains through banana plantations and terraced corn fields to link the villages. All hotels and hostels in Lushoto can recommend reliable guides.
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Fruit stall, Lushoto | Marco Polo’s Rhino/shutterstock ©


USAMBARA IN THE 21ST CENTURY

The Usambara area was once considered a cornerstone of German East Africa: it was home to the region’s first railway, and there were even (brief) plans for a colonial capital at Lushoto. Unfortunately, due to its close proximity to the sawmills at Tanga, the Usambara Mountains lost 70% of their natural forest cover by the 1970s, and the unprotected areas that remain are harvested by subsistence farmers for timber, fuel and (to a lesser extent) medicinal plants. Statistically, the Usambara communities have some of the worst poverty levels, largest population densities and highest birth-rates in the country. But there are hopes that tourism – still in its infancy in this area – could alleviate some of these problems.



ONCE-IN-A-LIFETIME USAMBARA SIGHTINGS

Bird

The endangered Usambara akalat, sometimes known as the Usambara robin-chat, can be found only here.

Chameleon

The Giant East Usambara blade-horned chameleon is found nowhere else on the planet.

Snake

Usambara bush viper – classed as vulnerable – is one of only two African horned, arboreal vipers.

A Day Hike from Soni Town

CLIMB ‘PLACE OF GOD’ MOUNTAIN

If you’re looking for a sense of peace, sleepy Soni is an idyllic alternative to booming Lushoto. Soni sees its share of visitors for the Saturday market (and, to a lesser extent, the market on Tuesdays), but even at these peak times, it has the feel of a peaceful highland retreat. With its low-key, backcountry appeal, Soni is the sort of town you’ll be reluctant to leave.

There are a series of walks of varying lengths waiting to be enjoyed in the town’s vicinity. Kwa Mungu Mountain – meaning ‘Place of God’ in Swahili – rises in a great rearing slab behind the town. Despite its daunting appearance, Kwa Mungu is climbable in a morning, but it’s best to start early to enjoy the clearest views from the summit. You can cool off after the climb with an afternoon dip in the natural pool at Soni Falls, a short stroll past the local school, down a well-trodden walkway. The falls, near the confluence of the Mkuzu and Bangala rivers, vary with the seasons, and range from a veil of several smaller falls spread across the rockface to a single booming cascade.

An alternative three- to five-hour return hike takes you through Ndelemai Forest to Sakharani, a Benedictine mission that still produces local wine. Unfortunately, the lovely old colonial-era Maweni Farm (once a bulwark of the Soni trekking industry) is now closed, but local guide Aloyce Mkongewa (WA: +255 743123901), one of the most experienced guides in the West Usambaras, is on hand to advise on treks in the neighbourhood.


USAMBARA’S HOMEBREWS

Most communities in Tanzania produce some kind of homebrew, and the Usambaras are no exception.

Pombe

This sugarcane juice beer supposedly makes you walk in circles. In Usambara, spot locals pushing the hand-operated presses that extract the liquid from the canes.

Mbege

Banana beer – ostensibly appealing – is a mustier, cheesier and lumpier version of sugarcane beer. Convinced?

Gongo

Tanzania’s illicit – but ubiquitous – drink is a potent brew prepared from leftovers that could include maize, millet, cassava or ugali.




GETTING AROUND

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

It’s a little over 10km as the crow flies from Mombo to Lushoto, but the dalla-dalla (minibuses), which run frequently throughout the day, take about an hour to make the journey. Buses leave Lushoto each morning around 7am for Tanga (six hours) and Arusha (about eight hours). A private taxi from Tanga to Mombo would take about five hours (costing about Tsh350,000). Boda-boda are widely available in the towns in this area, but taxis can be harder to find.





PARE MOUNTAINS
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The Pare (pronounced pah-ray) Mountains are webbed with a network of well-trodden mountain trails, and relatively short hikes link some of the area’s fascinating farming communities. However, tourism infrastructure is minimal so it’s best to carry all provisions and hire a knowledgeable local guide who can also clue you in on the fascinating cultural nuances of the Pare people. According to oral tradition, the Pare came from Kenya’s Taita Hills and were driven into these mountains by Maasai cattle raiders. Turning their backs on the pastoral lifestyle, the Pare began to farm vegetables, bananas, cardamom, cassava and maize.

Despite dedicated missionary activity, much of their daily life is still dictated by the spirits of the ancestors. Complex funereal rituals are crucial to the well-being of the community, and the villages, such as Chome and Mbaga, have sacred areas where the skulls of tribal chiefs are stored.
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Pare Mountains | Ulrich Doering/Alamy Stock Photo ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mkomazi National Park

SIGHTS

2Dindira Dam

3Mbula Rhino Sanctuary

SLEEPING

4Elephant Motel

5Mkomazi View Camp

6Tona Lodge Mbaga




TOP TIP

It is advisable to travel with a local guide and, since the Pare Mountains see little tourist activity, you need to be fully self-sufficient – with provisions, camping equipment and, ideally, a water filter.



The Hub of the Pare Mountains

HIGHLAND HIKES AND SAVANNAH SAFARIS

Same (pronounced sah-may) is the main economic centre of the Southern Pare Mountains. Apart from Sundays – when the big regional market comes to town – there’s not much to keep you here. However, the town’s central location does make it an excellent base for a variety of cultural excursions, as well as trips into Mkomazi National Park, a classic safari venue boasting most of Tanzania’s iconic wildlife, offering you the chance to explore spectacular African savannahs in blissful solitude.

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

If it’s cultural diversity that has drawn you to the Pares, then you are ideally situated to head south to the cattle-herding plains and clusters of Maasai manyatta (settlements) that rarely see visitors. The most accessible is known simply as Daniel’s Boma. To experience the unique Pare culture, however, you need to head up to the highland villages in the foothills of Shengena Peak, a two-hour drive from Same. Ideally, try to coincide your visit with the vibrant livestock market that takes place in Mbaga village every Friday. Another uniquely important location to be visited is Malameni Rock, where children were still being sacrificed to appease the spirits up until the 1930s.


HIKE THE BEST OF THE PARES

It’s possible to do a three-day circular hike that takes in many of the most spectacular sights that the Pare Mountains have to offer. The route starts in Mbaga and passes through Chome village, on the slopes of Shengena Peak. Tona Lodge (in Mbaga) is the ideal departure point since the staff there can arrange guides and organise accommodation further down the trail. On the first afternoon, you’ll arrive at Chome, where you’ll sleep in a homestay. The next morning, you’ll move onwards to Shengena Forest and camp close to the treeline so that you can start climbing at 4am to be on the summit of the highest point in the Eastern Arc Mountains for sunrise.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE PARE MOUNTAINS

Elephant Motel

In Same, this motel sports spartan rooms, a charming old bar and a terrace with a playground. $

Tona Lodge

A hiking institution spread around a 1930s' family home converted into a lodge; located in Mbaga. $$

Mhako Hostel

A friendly property in Usangi village; worth paying a little more for a balcony. $

Exploring the Eastern Arc Mountains

A SELF-DRIVING ROUTE THROUGH LITTLE-KNOWN MOUNTAINS

This tarmac and off-road route takes you through the best of the Eastern Arc Mountains. If your departure point is Arusha, try to leave at first light to enjoy breathtaking views as you drive around the flank of Kilimanjaro. This way, you will easily be in Same, which is 190km from Arusha, by lunchtime.

Overnight at Elephant Motel and depart at 6:30am for the short (8km) drive to the entrance to Mkomazi National Park. Either stay at the public campsite or check into the lovely Mkomazi View Camp for a touch of safari luxury. Spend around two days exploring the park, and the Mbula Rhino Sanctuary.

Exit the park by mid-afternoon to allow plenty of time to navigate the 50km of deceptively tortuous mountain lanes to Mbaga. Stay at Tona Lodge and, if time allows, take an opportunity to climb Shengena Peak. After a village visit with lodge staff, take the afternoon to drive 129km onwards to Mambo in the West Usambaras. From here, it’s a scenic two-hour drive to Lushoto, leaving plenty of time for detours to the local markets.

If time allows, continue into the East Usambaras and the Amani Forest Reserve, 100km from Lushoto – in which case the entire circular route (not including game-driving mileage in Mkomazi) would be about 900km. From Amani, it’s a seven-hour straight drive to Arusha – or you can be on the beach in Tanga in two hours.

A 4WD is necessary if you intend to game-drive in Mkomazi or access Amani. Fortes Africa (fortes-africa.com) rent reliable vehicles (with or without camping equipment) and have a base in Arusha.


THE PARE: MAKERS OF FIRE & RAIN

The Pare people (sometimes known as the Wapare or, occasionally, the Asu) were traditionally known for their iron-working skills, with the metal forged in fire-warmed furnaces. In particular, it was the knowledge of the Shana clan of the Pare that went into the heavy spears of the Maasai warriors and the panga (machetes) of the Chagga people of Kilimanjaro.

At the same time as being experts with fire, the Pare are still considered by some to be able to harness the rain. Their complex rainmaking rituals involve the use of sacred figurines carved from wood and moulded in clay, which are then clothed in leather or fabric.



LESSER-KNOWN LANDMARKS OF THE PARE MOUNTAINS

‘House of God’ Reservoir

This reservoir is home to Luo fishing communities, who settled here from Lake Victoria.

Mt Kindoroko

At 2113m, this peak offers views across the Maasai Steppe and over Lake Jipe into Kenya.

Mghimbi Cave

Mghimbi Cave was used as a hideout by the Pare people during slave raids in the 1800s.

The Secret Savannahs of Mkomazi National Park

NORTHERN TANZANIA’S LEAST-KNOWN SAFARI VENUE

Few places can compare with the world-famous Serengeti or Ngorongoro, but Mkomazi National Park offers an almost unique chance to be surrounded by wildlife while exploring in what feels like complete isolation.

The park is sometimes said to be a great place for birdwatchers, but such backhanded praise doesn’t really do justice to the wealth of wildlife in this spectacular wilderness. You could spend days exploring the 3245 sq km of savannah, scrub-covered hills and craggy valleys without seeing another vehicle.

Four separate lion prides (a total of around 20 animals), uncounted resident leopards and large clans of hyena attest to the fact that there is no shortage of prey here. You’ll see large herds of zebras and buffaloes congregating around Dindira Dam (often numbering into the hundreds), along with clustered gatherings of elephants and the ubiquitous giraffes. You’re sure to see elands, impala and waterbucks and, with a little more luck, are likely to get sightings of rarer antelope such as Coke’s hartebeest, the fringe-eared oryx, the lesser kudu and the elegant long-necked gerenuk (known in Swahili as swala twiga – ‘giraffe gazelle’). Some visitors complain that the wildlife here can often be skittish and shy, but this is natural in a park that sees so few visitors – and, after all, it’s a fair price to pay for an atmosphere of such blissful seclusion.

If you’re self-driving, be sure to have a reliable vehicle with ample provisions. While the tracks are generally in good condition, allow plenty of time, as elephants sometimes block the woodland trails, meaning you might have to turn back. The areas of treacherous black cotton soil around Dindira Dam (undoubtedly Mkomazi’s wildlife hotspot) can also become slippery, even after minimal rain.
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MKOMAZI’S BLACK RHINO & WILD DOG PROJECTS

It’s not often that you have an almost guaranteed chance of seeing wild dogs and endangered black rhinos in a single day. Mkomazi has been a breeding sanctuary for black rhinos since 1997, but it was only in 2021 that Mbula Rhino Sanctuary opened to the public. The eight heavyweights have free range to roam the 13 sq km enclosure, so it can take a while to track them down in the sanctuary’s game-driving vehicle. However, sightings are spectacular.

Included in the rhino sanctuary visit is the wild dog conservation project, but the 31 canines are confined in a relatively small compound. So while sightings are guaranteed, some complain that it feels like a zoo.



WHERE TO STAY IN MKOMAZI NATIONAL PARK

Tanzania NP Cottages

Cottages and campsite near Zange Gate; guides can arrange game-drives, walking safaris and rhino watching. $

Mkomazi Wilderness Retreat

A luxury lodge near Dindira Dam, in prime wildlife country in the heart of Mkomazi. $$$

Mkomazi View Camp

One of Tanzania’s most idyllic tented camps, in a secluded valley within the park. $$$

Mkomazi’s Birdwatching Checklist

BIRDWATCHING IN SAVANNAH AND ACACIA WOODLAND

‘With an official list of 450 birds, Mkomazi is one of the world’s most important birding hotspots’, says locally based birdwatching guide Aloyce Mkongewa (WA: +255 743123901).

This is the place for birdwatching, and the only place in the country where you’re likely to see vulturine guinea fowl (with their neon-blue breast, far more elegant than the common helmeted guinea fowl). There are large numbers of kori bustards (Africa’s heaviest flying bird) and southern ground hornbills. Mkomazi’s savannahs are clearly a real haven for secretary birds, and you’ll sometimes see eight of these spectacular strutting birds at a time. European rollers flock southwards (from November to April), seeming to outnumber their lilac-breasted local cousins, and Von der Decken’s hornbill give their yellow-billed counterparts a run for their money.

Avid birdwatchers are often delighted with sightings of rufous-crowned rollers, golden-breasted starlings, Shelley’s starlings and three-streaked tchagras. Endemic species include violet wood-hoopoes, Somali long-billed crombecs, yellow-vented eremomelas and Friedmann’s larks. Among the raptors, you’re likely to see martial eagles, steppe eagles, black-chested snake eagles and eastern chanting goshawks.

Mkomazi’s landscapes are jaw-dropping, too, with the mornings bringing spectacular views across the savannah to distant Kilimanjaro, and the midday heat shimmering above the vultures that gather around the Dindira Dam lion kills.


WHY I LOVE MKOMAZI NATIONAL PARK
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Mark Eveleigh, writer.

I was only 500m past Mkomazi’s Zange Gate when the sheer profusion of lion pugmarks and hyena spoor dotted along the track confirmed that I was entering a spectacular wildlife area.

It was only 20km to Mkomazi View Camp, but by the time I arrived, I’d seen such a profusion of wildlife – elephants, elands, buffaloes, impalas, waterbucks, countless giraffes and vast herds of zebras – that I was wondering why this relatively unknown park wasn’t world-famous. For the next three days, I drove all over the park, yet I saw just three other vehicles. I’ve rarely had such a blissful feeling – namely, of having the African wilderness all to myself.




GETTING AROUND

Local transport in the form of dalla-dalla run to most villages in the Pare Mountains, but travelling in this way can be erratic and time-consuming.

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

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






Northern Tanzania
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TANZANIA’S SAFARI CENTRAL

Gaze at wildlife in world-class national parks, climb the epic Mt Kilimanjaro and find some flamingos at Lake Natron.
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Follow the Great Migration with predators in tow in the Serengeti. Climb Africa’s highest mountain. Draw near to the warmth of the campfires with the Hadzabe. Or simply gaze in awe at the wonder of Ngorongoro.

Regardless of whether you’re a veteran of the African savannah or it’s your first time on safari, northern Tanzania is a breathtaking destination. At the heart of this region’s appeal is its array of national parks and wilderness areas, with Tarangire, Lake Manyara and the Serengeti reading like a world-class roll call. The landscapes, too, are something special, such as the vast and beautiful crater of Ngorongoro, and trekking expeditions that lead you right up Mt Kilimanjaro and Mt Meru. If it’s more off-the-beaten-track destinations that you crave, then Lake Natron, Ol Doinyo Lengai, West Kilimanjaro and Lake Eyasi will keep you occupied for weeks.

Northern Tanzania also has an astonishing wealth of cultural offerings. Numerous programs in Arusha, Mto wa Mbu and Karatu offer experiences with the region’s village communities. At Ngorongoro, spend time with the Maasai people. Not far away, near Lake Eyasi, visit the Hadzabe for an unforgettable experience. Throw in Tarangire’s baobab-and-elephant kingdom, Lake Manyara’s tree-climbing lions, the flamingos of Lake Natron and Ndutu, and the hidden charms of Arusha National Park, and you have a destination that is right up there with Africa’s elite.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Arusha

Northern Tanzania’s gateway city.

TARANGIRE NATIONAL PARK

Baobabs and elephants galore.

LAKE MANYARA NATIONAL PARK

Dramatic scenery and tree-climbing lions.

LAKE EYASI

Home of the Hadzabe people.

NGORONGORO CRATER

A lost world of wildlife.

SERENGETI NATIONAL PARK

Incredible wildlife competes with beautiful landscapes.

LAKE NATRON

Flamingos and the Great Rift Valley.

MT KILIMANJARO

Africa’s highest peak.



Find Your Way

Northern Tanzania extends across a large area best accessed by plane or 4WD. Arusha is an excellent transit town in which to base yourself. Mto wa Mbu and Karatu are also good options.
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Plan Your Time

Northern Tanzania has endless possibilities, from world-class national parks and soul-stirring landscapes to fascinating cultural encounters. Plan your time carefully and you can see it all.
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A 10-Day Classic Safari

• Start in Arusha and take a day for a cultural tour in one of the surrounding villages. From Arusha, it’s a three-hour drive to Tarangire National Park, where elephants and baobabs will greet you; plan on two days here.

• Drive for around three hours to Lake Manyara National Park and spend days with tree-climbing lions in the shadow of the Rift Valley Escarpment. Then, climb Ngorongoro Crater and enjoy that ‘different-planet’ feeling.

• Finally, it’s on to Serengeti National Park, home to the Great Migration and some of the most jaw-dropping wildlife spectacles on the planet.




A Week Off the Beaten Track

• Most northern Tanzanian trips begin in Arusha, and this one’s no different. From the city, head for Arusha National Park for some fine food, flamingos and forays into the wilderness for three or four days; the spectacular Mt Meru is also here if you want to extend your stay and climb the summit.

• Then, track north to West Kilimanjaro for uninterrupted days of mountain views and blissful solitude. Cut across the north side of Mt Meru, past Mt Longido, to the stony plains of Lake Natron, where you can gaze at the majestic Ol Doinyo Lengai.




An Active Fortnight

• Start in Moshi and head north to climb the iconic Mt Kilimanjaro; you’ll need a week for this undertaking.

• Head back through Arusha, with a detour to Arusha National Park, before stopping by Lake Manyara on your way to Lake Eyasi for some time with the Hadzabe.

• As you pass through Ngorongoro, visit a Maasai village and enjoy some Crater Highlands trekking before heading to Olduvai Gorge and on to the Serengeti in all its glory; then, plan on escaping the crowds out in the eastern Serengeti.



Seasonal Highlights

While there’s no bad time to be in northern Tanzania, the best months for most activities, including wildlife-viewing, are usually during the dry season, from June/July to September/October.

January

Hot and dry, January is when the Great Migration fills the plains of the southern Serengeti and wildebeest give birth.

[image: jpg]

WAYAK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

March

A great month for birdwatching in Lake Natron, with many migratory species.
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April

With the rains come spectacular afternoon storms. Head to the central Serengeti to see the Great Migration.
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June

The Great Migration begins to reach the deep-green of the Serengeti’s north; also a great time to climb Mt Kilimanjaro.
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August

The height of high season, with most parks busy; good climbing and hiking conditions make for busy Kilimanjaro routes.
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October

The end of the dry season is a great time to see wildlife cooling down in the countless rivers and lakes.
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November

The short rains herald the arrival of millions of migratory birds to the region, mainly from Europe and North Africa.
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ARUSHA
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As Tanzania’s second-largest city, Arusha is whatever you want it to be: a gateway to the incredible parks of the north, a vibrant cultural centre, a bustling hub of safari tourism and the place to catch a glimpse of urban life, northern-Tanzanian style. Regardless of why you’re here, Arusha has plenty to keep you interested.

There are two sides to this city: it’s a veritable safari hub, and also a place that gets on with its own business. To really understand the city, try to get a taste of both. This means spectacular safaris coupled with a mix of cool garden cafes, frantic markets and interesting museums. One of the best Arusha offerings is the half- or full-day cultural tours that take you out into the local villages, where you can learn about community life in the Tanzanian countryside.
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SIGHTS

1Natural History Museum

EATING

2Blue Heron

3Khan’s Barbecue

4Le Patio

5Via Via

SHOPPING

6Central Market

7Jamaliyah

8Kase

9Maasai Market Curios & Crafts

see 2Schwari

10Tanzanite Experience

INFORMATION

11Tanzania Tourist Board Information Centre




TOP TIP

If you don’t already have a safari booked when you arrive in Arusha, be ready to shop around for a few days and head straight for one of the offices; if you let a tout take you, they’ll be receiving commission, which will add to the cost of your safari.



The Hidden Gems of Arusha

SHOP THROUGH THE CITY

Start your day in Arusha with some shopping along Boma Road. Jamaliyah is a tiny gem of a place selling picture frames made from the wood of the dhows (traditional sailing boats) that once sailed along Tanzania’s Swahili coast. Then, enjoy perusing Kase, a small bookshop where you can pick up helpful maps of Tanzania’s national parks. As you walk between the shops, you’ll feel as if you’ve landed in the heart of Tourist Tanzania, where safari operators and touts will compete for your attention amidst calls of ‘Nice safari, very good price’. Enjoy a bit of banter with them and they’ll soon leave you alone. If you’re in the market for something sparkly, stroll to Tanzanite Experience, one block over on India St; tanzanite is a rare gem mined almost exclusively in the Kilimanjaro area.

Once your wallet is lighter, head to the Natural History Museum, inside the old German boma (fortified compound), for some cultural context. The museum houses an excellent section on human evolution, the history of Arusha during the German colonial era, and lots of wildlife photos and mounts. After this, it’s time to jump in a taxi and head for Blue Heron, our pick of Arusha’s garden restaurants. Also in their garden is the gorgeous Schwari, a classy boutique selling sophisticated homewares and other handicrafts. Another taxi ride away, Meserani Snake Park is great for kids, and boasts a fun collection of snakes and other reptiles, as well as a corny yet informative Maasai museum. For a fun, locals-dominated evening, head back into town to Via Via, a cafe next to the Natural History Museum, for live music on Thursdays and Saturdays.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN ARUSHA

Khan’s Barbecue

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

Hot Plate

Delicious fare from India’s Punjab, with plenty of vegetarian options. $

Universal Classic Restaurant

Simple local food, with chicken curry, beef pilau and ugali with roast beef. $

Blue Heron

Lounge bar and restaurant serving paninis, soups, mains, smoothies and cocktails out on the Bypass. $$

Tapa Safari

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



WHERE TO STAY IN ARUSHA

Raha Leo

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

Eight Boutique Hotel

This classy hotel boasts large, sumptuous rooms on a wonderfully quiet side street. $$

Karama Lodge

Karama offers rustic and rather lovely stilt bungalows with unbeatable views of both Kilimanjaro and Meru. $$

Arusha’s Market Scene

GET A SLICE OF MARKET LIFE

There’s no better way to get under the skin of Arusha than to shove your way through the city’s markets. They’re a crowded, roiling assault on the senses and sell absolutely everything you could ever conceivably need. Start with Arusha’s largest market, Kilombero (open 7am to 6pm), which you access from Dodoma Road. Kilombero is a sprawling, jostling mass of humanity simply going about its business. Watch out for the sellers pushing their handcarts filled with wares – they’ll knock you over if you don’t get out of the way on time. This is a local market, and no-one will pay you much attention, so enjoy being a fly on the wall as you soak it all in. Stalls sell everything from homewares and clothing to fresh produce.

It’s a similar deal at the chaotic Central Market (aka Soko Kuu, or ‘Big Market’; open 7am to 6pm) in the heart of the city. Wander to get lost, inhale deeply near the spice stalls, block your nose near the fish, and soak up the sounds of hawkers and haggling. For something a bit more touristy, Maasai Market Curios & Crafts Market, on Fire Road, has the widest selection of tanzanite in central Arusha; hard bargaining is required.

Once you’ve had your fill of the markets, venture over to Khan’s Barbecue in the Central Market area. You simply can’t leave Arusha without lining up for a feed at this hotspot. Locally acknowledged as an Arushan institution, it’s an auto-spares shop by day (look for the ‘Zubeda Auto Spares’ sign) that moonlights as the best roadside barbecue in the city. Indulge in tasty towers of skewered meats and plenty of interesting (and zingy) salads.
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CULTURAL TOURISM PROGRAMS AROUND ARUSHA

Ilkiding’a

Half-day to three-day walks that allow you to experience the traditional culture of the Maasai and Wa-arusha people.

Ilkurot

Stops on the Maasai village tours include a boma and visits to a herbal doctor and midwife.

Monduli Juu

Visit traditional doctors, see a school and eat a hearty meal in a bush orpul, a traditional Maasai camp where men eat their meals.

Mulala

Completely run by women, these tours focus on farming and daily life and include visits to a women’s cooperative and a cheesemaker.

Ng’iresi

Includes visits to Wa-arusha farms, houses and schools, and a traditional-medicine tour.



WHERE TO STAY IN ARUSHA

Arusha Coffee Lodge

Set amid a shady coffee plantation, this supremely elegant lodge has lovely rooms and a fine restaurant. $$$

African Tulip

This deservedly popular spot has supremely comfortable rooms set in a peaceful area. $$$

Blues & Chutney

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

Arusha’s Cultural Tours

EXPERIENCE RURAL LIFE

More than any other place in Tanzania, Arusha is where you can really explore the local culture. Choose from a large number of locals-led village tours that offer genuine cultural encounters that are a fine complement to most safari trips. Some tour options offer overnight stays that involve camping or homestays; expect conditions to be basic.

Activities on these tours vary, so take time to find the one that most appeals. However, the possibilities are many and include nature walks, meetings with herbal doctors and midwives, trips to local markets and schools, visits to local families, traditional cooking classes and tastings of some excellent local food. Although the line is sometimes blurred in these programs between community empowerment and the empowerment of the enterprising individuals who run them, they nevertheless provide employment for locals and offer an excellent chance to experience Tanzania at local level.

All tours in the Arusha area can be booked through the Tanzania Tourist Board’s (TTB) information centre on Boma Road, which provides brochures and a thick binder with detailed information (including prices) on the tours. The office will also help you decide on the best transport options. Most tours should be booked a day in advance, but some guides also wait at the TTB office on standby each morning.


ARUSHA’S LOCAL OFFERINGS

Via Via allows you to indulge your inner drummer with drum lessons (one hour classes for US$25). Also popular are the two-hour city tours (US$30 per person) and the three-hour cooking classes (US$40), where you’ll visit a local market to buy ingredients, followed by a lesson from a ‘Tanzanian mama’ in the best of Swahili cooking.

Another wonderful way to get under the skin of local life, the Weaving & Walking Tours run by Reda and Flora (+255 624 235886) take you on a walk through Arusha to Flora’s weaving workshop, where she uses recycled textiles to create innovative new fabrics. Tours last between two and four hours. Ring ahead to be picked up from your hotel.




GETTING AROUND

Arusha isn’t really a city for walking. If you don’t have your own car, you can get around on the dalla-dallas (minibuses) that run along the major roads from early until late. There are also taxis, motorcycle taxis and bajajis (tuk-tuks), with the usual asking price around Tsh3000 for a ride in the city centre.

If you’re looking to rent a 4WD, go with a large model that has a pop-top roof for wildlife-viewing. It’s worth shopping around, as prices vary. Do your calculations carefully, as extra kms are charged steeply – between US$0.50 and US$1 per km. Drivers are almost always included in the price, but self-driving is also possible and can often work out cheaper. Try to book as soon as you know your plans: in high season, vehicles can be booked out months in advance. For 4WD operators, try Arusha Naaz, Roadtrip Africa or Safari Drive.






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


Arusha stands in the heart of some truly fascinating country-side, with staggering mountains extending across the north of the city. On clear days, Arusha’s suburbs can feel like they’re climbing up the very foothills of Mt Meru. The mountain itself occupies Arusha National Park, one of northern Tanzania’s most underrated parks, where, for once in this region, it’s the scenery and the activities that eclipse the wildlife. Climbing the iconic Mt Meru is a definite trip highlight. And then there’s the little-visited West Kilimanjaro – an area of glorious scenery situated on the saddle of some of Africa’s highest mountains, with jaw-dropping views deep down into the plains of Kenya.
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TOP TIP

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



Climbing Mt Meru

EXPLORE AFRICA’S THIRD-HIGHEST MOUNTAIN

While Mt Kilimanjaro may be more famous, Mt Meru – Tanzania’s second-highest mountain, at 4566m – offers an arguably more scenic, high-altitude trekking experience, including a shiver-inducing traverse along the knife edge of a crater rim. Mt Meru is just 48km from Arusha (in Arusha National Park) and can be reached by bus or 4WD. The top half of the mountain is shaped like a giant horseshoe, and the cliffs of the inner wall below the summit are more than 1500m high – among the tallest in Africa. Inside the crater, there’s a subsidiary peak that only adds to the splendour.

There are two blocks of four-bed bunkhouses spaced for a four-day trek. It’s best to book these ahead of time. The Momella Route, the only route up Mt Meru, begins at Momella Gate, on the mountain’s eastern side, and climbs to the summit along the northern arm of the horseshoe crater. Keep in mind that you’ll need around four days and three nights for this trip, that trekkers aren’t allowed to begin trekking after 3pm, and that a guide is mandatory and can be arranged at Momella Gate.

Day 1: Momella Gate to Miriakamba Hut (10km, four to five hours, 1000m ascent). There are two routes, one long and one short, at the start of the climb. Take the mostly forested long route from Momella Gate, where you will follow the winding path uphill for roughly an hour to Fig Tree Arch. After another hour, the track crosses a large stream, just above Maio Falls, and will eventually reach Kitoto Camp, which boasts excellent views over the Momella Lakes and out to Kilimanjaro. It’s then about another hour’s worth of trekking to Miriakamba Hut (at 2514m). For fantastic views, you can walk to the Meru Crater floor (a two-hour round trip), either in the afternoon of Day 1 or during Day 4.

Day 2: Miriakamba Hut to Saddle Hut (4km, three to five hours, 1250m ascent). From Miriakamba, the path climbs steeply up through pleasant glades to reach Topela Mbogo (‘Buffalo Swamp’) in just under an hour. After around half an hour, you’ll reach Mgongo Wa Tembo (‘Elephant Ridge’), where you can enjoy great views of the crater and the cliffs below the summit. Continue through open grassy clearings and several stream beds (usually dry) to Saddle Hut (3570m). From Saddle Hut, a side trip to the summit of Little Meru (3820m) takes about an hour and promises impressive views.

Day 3: Saddle Hut to Mt Meru Summit (5km, four to five hours, 816m ascent). This stage, along a very narrow ridge between the outer slopes of the mountain and the sheer cliffs of the inner crater, promises some of the most dramatic and exhilarating trekking anywhere in East Africa. During the rainy season, this area can be icy and snowy, so take care. On clear days, the views from the summit are spectacular, and you can watch the sun rise behind Kilimanjaro without having to attempt this section in the dark. However, the views at dawn are equally impressive from Rhino Point (3814m), an hour from Saddle Hut. This stage also involves the descent from Mt Meru back to Saddle Hut.

Day 4: Saddle Hut to Momella Gate (5km, three to five hours, 2250m descent). From Saddle Hut, retrace the Day 2 route to Miriakamba. From Miriakamba, the short path descends gradually down the ridge directly to Momella Gate.
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COSTS OF THE CLIMB

Expect to pay around US$400 for a four-day, three-night trek. Always ask what’s included in any quoted prices. They should include per-day costs such as park entrance fee (adult/child US$70/20), bunkhouse accommodation huts (US$30), rescue fee (US$20), mandatory guide (US$35) and optional porter (US$10). For a guide who has completed the full trek with you, budget for a tip of about US$50 per group. Chef and porter tips should be around US$30 and US$20, respectively.

Meru guides and porters occasionally expect the big tips demanded by their Kilimanjaro counterparts. If this happens and you’re already on the trail, work out an arrangement to keep going, then report them to park headquarters upon returning.



WHERE TO STAY IN ARUSHA NATIONAL PARK

Momella Gate Public Campsite

Close to Momella Gate are three public campsites. Pretty views, but busy at weekends. $

Ngurdoto Mountain Lodge

South of the park gate, this place has large, comfortable rooms with tiled floors and plenty of light. $$$

Rivertrees Country Inn

Rivertrees has genteel old-world ambience, excellent cuisine and a range of rooms. $$$


MAASAI WOMEN’S PROJECT

Too often, safari vehicles race along the road that connects Arusha with Mto wa Mbu without stopping in any of the towns along the way, meaning places like Makuyuni, and the communities that live nearby, receive all of the traffic and none of the benefits of tourism. A new project 3km west of Makuyuni is set to empower women from local Maasai communities. Work is already underway on a cafe, a beading workshop, and a gift shop where women can sell their work, and further plans include a guesthouse. The project is a joint initiative between the Pastoral Women’s Council, the Round Trip Foundation and local Maasai women.
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CLIMBING THE NORTH

If you’ve already tackled Mt Meru, why not take on some more northern summits? There’s Mt Kilimanjaro, of course, as well as Mt Longido and Ol Doinyo Lengai.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND ARUSHA NATIONAL PARK

Hatari Lodge

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

Kiboko Lodge

Employees at this charity-run lodge are former street children; the stone cottages are spacious and boast fireplaces. $$

African View Lodge

This garden lodge features views of Mt Meru, an infinity pool, a restaurant and stylish bungalows. $$$

Walking Safaris in Arusha National Park

LEAVE THE 4WD AT HOME

Walking safaris in Arusha National Park are possible for those eager to explore but unable to summit Mt Meru. Several trails pass below the mountain, and another follows the Ngurdoto Crater Rim Trail. The walk to Njeku Viewpoint in the Meru Crater floor, which comprises Day 1 of the climb up Mt Meru, is an excellent day hike.

For something new and exciting, Hatari Lodge is also planning to begin canyoning through some of the least-explored areas of the park. To walk anywhere in the park, you’ll need to arrange for a guide and armed escort (usually the same person). Park rangers can be organised at any of the park gates or through any Arusha tour operator. You’ll see fewer animals on a walking safari than on a wildlife drive – it’s more about the scenery and the experience of walking through the forest – but you might see red duiker, blue monkeys, elephants and buffaloes.


I LIVE HERE: ARUSHA NATIONAL PARK
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Jörg Gabriel is an author, experienced guide and co-owner of Hatari Lodge.

I have lived 20 years inside this hidden treasure of a national park. Most people come only on a day trip or, at best, a one-night stayover as a safari starter. But you really should stay longer so that you can appreciate a different kind of safari, as seen in beautiful forest mornings. The mornings are so quiet that it’s hard to believe we are actually very close to the growing town of Arusha. As the first rays of sun make their way onto the slopes of thick mountain forest, the whisper resonating from thousands of birds becomes increasingly louder until finally the sun hits the steep rock surface of the inner side of Mt Meru.



WHERE TO STAY IN WEST KILIMANJARO

House of West Kili

This pleasing lodge is set in leafy grounds. Rooms are large and lovely, and there’s a restaurant. $$

Shu’mata Camp

Luxurious tents in blissful isolation, with splendid views of Kilimanjaro and Kenya. $$$

Ndarakwai Ranch

A fine 15-tent camp run by the Kili Conservancy; a comfortable base for safaris and walks. $$$

Watching Wildlife in Arusha National Park

SEE THE ANIMALS OF THE FOREST

Wildlife may not be the main event here, but if you make wildlife watching part of your exploration of the park, you can still be richly rewarded. On the walking and driving trails that traverse the park’s lush forests, watch out for furtive red duiker, blue monkeys and black and white colobus monkeys. Leopards are also present, but are generally very difficult to spot. In the small patches of grasslands and forest clearings, spot giraffes, waterbucks, bushbucks, dik-diks, buffaloes and elephants. Ngurdoto Crater (which is 3.6km wide and 100m deep) is an especially rich area for wildlife, not to mention a wonderfully scenic spot. On the rocky areas throughout the park, also watch out for klipspringers.

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


TANZANIA HERITAGE FOODS

Tanzania Heritage Foods (formerly known as Heritage Foods Africa) is trying to place ‘lost’ local food at the centre of the safari experience. Led in part by Marlies Gabriel, co-owner of Hatari Lodge, the project attempts to change the way that safari lodges and tented camps in Tanzania feed their guests. Tanzania Heritage Foods is seeking to provide a market for local growers and to resurrect traditional indigenous recipes and ingredients that have been largely lost. After working with resident farmers and traditional elders, they have identified more than 65 local foods that are in danger of extinction.




MORE FLAMINGOS

While Arusha National Park is a great place to see flamingos in Tanzania, Lake Natron is the real hotspot for flamingo spotting. Flamboyances of flamingos are a feature of the lake.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND ARUSHA

Two Mountains Lodge

In the hills between Arusha and the park, this modern hotel ticks most boxes. $$

Kambi Ya Tembo

A fine tented camp in the sliver of land between Mt Kilimanjaro and the Kenyan border. $$$

Arusha Serena Hotel

A stalwart of northern Tanzania, this full-service hotel has good rooms and a restaurant. $$$

A Culinary Journey Through Northern Tanzania

DINE IN STYLE AT HATARI LODGE

Welcome to one of the most exceptional places to stay in northern Tanzania. And prepare yourself for a unique culinary journey. Hatari Lodge is the most atmospheric and upmarket lodge in the park, with stunning rooms and villas, lawns frequented by giraffes, and unparalleled views of Meru and Kilimanjaro. Jörg and Marlies are warm and knowledgeable hosts, and the service is outstanding. There’s also a story behind the lodge’s name: hatari means ‘danger’ in Swahili, and the property was originally owned by the actor Hardy Krüger, of Hatari! (1962) fame, a film that also starred John Wayne.

But the real star of the show here is the food. Based around the principles of Heritage Foods, the cuisine is rich in local ingredients and recipes. Instead of soft drinks, they serve hibiscus, baobab and marula juice; there’s even a marula beer. Also try their home-made everything, from mustards, sweet-chilli sauce and chutneys to kweme (oyster nut) ice-cream. To stay at Hatari can cost around US$1000 for a double room, although this can vary significantly with the season. The restaurant and overall dining experience is open to non-guests for lunch, but it’s necessary to book in advance.

The owners also run the fabulous Shu’mata Camp, and in 2024, they plan to open a walk-in luxury camp in the forest of Arusha National Park, overlooking one of a series of magical clearings, with Meru views. If you can stay in all three places, you’ll have the time (and culinary experience) of your life.
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CLIMBING & CULTURE ON MT LONGIDO

One of Arusha’s cultural tourism programs offers travellers the chance to climb Mt Longido (2637m) and operates out of the large Maasai village of Longido. In addition to the climb itself (roughly nine hours return), Longido Cultural Tourism (tanzaniaculturaltourism.com) offers a good introduction to Maasai life, including a visit to some settlements and the Wednesday cattle market. Mt Longido and the village lie east of the main road between Arusha and Namanga (on the Tanzania–Kenya border), 77km north of Arusha. The village is easily reached by dalla-dalla if you don’t have your own wheels. Prices vary according to the season and the number of visitors, but they start at around US$50 per person.



Discover West Kilimanjaro

EAST AFRICA’S BEST VIEWS AWAIT

Now here’s something really special: escape to a place that’s far from the crowds, and revel in the lost-world feel. West Kilimanjaro is hidden away from the safari circuit, yet it boasts some of East Africa’s best views: in certain places, you can stand in one spot and see Mt Kilimanjaro, Mt Meru and the plains of Kenya. There’s plenty of wildlife around (elephant migration corridors criss-cross the region) as well as numerous tented camps and a sprinkling of manyatta (Maasai villages). Possible activities include walking safaris, horseback riding (from Machame) and the chance for a refreshingly low-key encounter with the Maasai. For the latter, Olpopongi Maasai Cultural Village is a good stop for anyone wanting to learn about Maasai traditions while spending the night in an authentically constructed boma.


GETTING AROUND

Having your own vehicle makes things easier for exploring beyond Arusha, and you’ll certainly need one for West Kilimanjaro. For Mt Meru and Arusha National Park, you can take a taxi; alternatively, several buses depart daily from Arusha. They pass through the park on their way to Ngare Nanyuki village; return buses leave Ngare Nanyuki in the morning. If you’re planning to only climb Meru, you can catch a bus to and from Momella Gate, although you’ll have to stay in the park the night before, as the bus arrives too late in the day to start the climb.





TARANGIRE NATIONAL PARK
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There’s something so special about Tarangire National Park. Although it’s an important stop on the northern safari circuit, it receives fewer visitors than the other parks, meaning solitude is easier to come by. Above all, the park is known for its giants – namely the baobabs and elephants that bring gravitas and wonder to all who witness them. As well as this, there’s a revolving cast of wildlife characters to track down, including all three of the big cats, who hide amongst those towering baobabs, riverine woodlands, swamps and pockets of open grasslands.

Due to Tarangire’s proximity to the Serengeti and the Ngorongoro Crater, many safari operators only assign Tarangire a one-day visit as part of the larger northern-circuit itinerary. Yet it deserves much more attention, especially in the dry season: it’s a place where elephants dot the plains like cattle, and where the roars of lions fill the night.
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TOP TIP

Although there are numerous excellent places to stay inside Tarangire National Park, remember that in addition to the park fees, you must also factor into your budget the night fee of US$40/10 per adult/child per night if you choose to stay inside the park.



Tarangire in the Dry

EXPERIENCE TARANGIRE’S WILD BEAUTY

A wildlife drive through Tarangire National Park is one of the real pleasures of visiting northern Tanzania. For one thing, Tarangire has the second-highest concentration of wildlife of any Tanzanian national park, after the Serengeti. Best of all, it receives only a fraction of the number of visitors – although Tarangire is part of the northern safari circuit, it’s often the first one to be excluded on packed itinerary lists, as many safaris instead choose to rush through Lake Manyara, Ngorongoro and the Serengeti. But don’t miss it, as Tarangire offers so much that the other parks can’t, including solitude, unparalleled views and unofficial recognition as the baobab capital of the world.

It’s difficult to describe the awe that you feel on your first drive through the park as you pass by the towering baobabs of astounding girth. Many of these trees are scarred by decades of elephants piercing them with their trunks and rubbing their bodies against the bark; thankfully, most baobabs regrow their bark with no lasting damage done.

And if it’s elephants you’ve a soft spot for, then you’re in the right place: during the dry season, Tarangire is believed to have the largest concentration of elephants in the world. The Tarangire ecosystem, with the park as its heart, also has more than 700 resident lions, and sightings are common. Less visible, but nonetheless present, are leopards and cheetahs. What sustains these cats are the park’s large herds of zebras, wildebeest, giraffes and buffaloes. As the dry season progresses and water sources begin to dry out, the wildlife draws nearer to the park’s remaining waterholes and small rivers, making it easier to spot them. Dry season is easily the best time to be here.

The northern triangle, bordered by the park boundaries to the northeast and west, and by the Tarangire River and Tarangire Safari Lodge to the south, offers the most easily accessible and rewarding wildlife areas of the park. Further south, wildlife draws near to the water all along the river valley, which cuts the park in two. The swamps of Silale, Lormakau and Ngusero Oloirobi are also alive with possibility, as predators lie in wait in the shallows, ready to pounce on the animals that come to drink.


TARANGIRE’S BEST SUNDOWNER SPOTS

Tarangire Safari Lodge

The large open terrace, high above the Tarangire River, is reason enough to stay here.

River Circuit

Park your vehicle on a grassy patch of riverbank and wait for the animals to come down to drink.

Matete Picnic Site

This excellent spot looks out over the Tarangire River and the surrounding valley.

Underneath your Favourite Baobab

These trees are beautiful at any time, but they’re magical at sunset when the trunks turns golden.



WHERE TO STAY OUTSIDE TARANGIRE

Zion Campsite

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

Roika Tarangire Tented Lodge

In a bush setting with tents on elevated platforms, animal-shaped bathtubs and lots of elephant visitors. $$$

Tarangire Treetops Lodge

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

Tarangire in the Wet

DISCOVER TARANGIRE AT A QUIET TIME

If the dry season is the best time for wildlife watching in Tarangire, then the wet season is an entirely different experience. For a start, it’s usually a lot quieter (some camps close in March and/or April, and prices are generally cheaper), and seeing predators (especially the big cats) can be tricky, as the grasses are longer, making it easier for them to stay hidden. However, the elephants remain in huge numbers.

But there’s far more to Tarangire in the wet season. For a start, November is when hundreds of thousands of birds – including waders, waterbirds and seven kinds of stork – migrate from Europe and the north of Africa to Tarangire and the surrounding area. This migration boosts the count of recorded bird species to over 450. This high number is one of the main reasons why Tarangire is said to be the best birdwatching destination in Tanzania.

The park also looks so different at this time. During the short rainy season (which begins in late October/November and often continues into early December), the park changes completely, as its wild inhabitants disperse across the Maasai Steppe, an area 10 times larger than the park. Although it can mean that there are fewer animals in the park, this is also a Tarangire speciality: one of the park’s greatest rewards is the chance to discern and tune into the seasonal rhythms of Africa’s wildlife.


THE MAJESTIC BAOBAB

There’s nothing quite like the baobab (Adansonia digitata). Tarangire’s baobabs can reach up to 30m high and span up to 11m in diameter, with the roots extending for hundreds of metres. Some have reached the grand old age of around 1000 years.

Some of the park’s baobabs have even served as human shelters. Southwest of Tarangire Hill, Poacher’s Hide is a marvellous old baobab with a slightly concealed entrance and an internal cavern once used as a hideout by poachers. Beware of bees, which have taken a liking to the hide, and check for lions before getting out of your vehicle.




For More Baobabs

Tarangire is the most famous park in Tanzania for seeing baobabs in their hundreds. But they’re also a feature of Ruaha National Park and Mikumi National Park.



WHERE TO STAY OUTSIDE TARANGIRE

Lake Burunge Tented Camp

Elegant rooms built on elevated wooden platforms and overlooking Lake Burunge make this a good choice. $$$

Maramboi Tented Lodge

Maramboi has 20 airy tents with wooden floors and sits amid palms on Lake Manyara’s southeastern shore. $$$

Tarangire River Camp

This camp has terrific views overlooking a river valley and lovely open-sided thatched huts. $$$

Animals of the Night

ENJOY A TARANGIRE NIGHT DRIVE

Tarangire is a different place once the sun sets. Animals that you don’t see during daylight hours emerge to do their thing, and the night becomes alive with scrub hares, bushbabies, porcupines and genets. Nighttime is also when most predators hunt or, at least, become more active. This is especially so for lions and leopards. (Cheetahs hunt mostly during the day, which is why you’ll often see herds of impalas milling around nervously.)

To experience all of this, take a guided night drive, where you’ll be driven around in an open-sided safari vehicle with a guide and driver who use animal-friendly spotlights to try and see the animals. Tarangire Safari Lodge can arrange two-hour night drives for guests for US$95 per person. Ask at the park gate about the park’s own night drives (adult/child US$50/25). Most of the camps and lodges outside park boundaries also offer night drives in the conservancies and range lands beyond the park.


BEST PLACES TO SLEEP IN THE PARK

Public Campsite

Just inside the park, Tarangire’s public campsite has a good bush location and simple cold-water facilities. $

Tarangire Safari Lodge

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

Sanctuary Swala

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

Oliver’s Camp

An expert mix of the rustic and the luxurious that is great for comfort, service and location. $$$




GETTING AROUND

You can reach the turn-off to Tarangire National Park by public transport (take any bus travelling between Arusha and Babati and ask to be let out at Kwa Kuchinia), but you’ll still need a ride to the park gate and beyond. That’s why most travellers arrive here in a 4WD – the ideal way to explore the park – or fly into one of the park’s airstrips, where they’re picked up by their accommodation. If possible, try and visit Tarangire as part of a longer safari that takes in the other parks of the northern safari circuit. By doing so, you should already have a 4WD vehicle at your disposal. If that’s not the case, ask your accommodation about getting to, from and around the park.





LAKE MANYARA NATIONAL PARK
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Lake Manyara may be small compared to Tanzania’s other parks, but this can be used to your advantage, as it offers a whole range of experiences in a compact space.

Close to the busy provincial town of Mto wa Mbu, Lake Manyara unfurls along a narrow strip of land beneath the dramatic cliffs of the western escarpment of the Rift Valley and the Manyara lakeshore, which covers one-third of the park but shrinks considerably in the dry season; during the rains, the lake hosts millions of flamingos and other birdlife. In between the lake and the escarpment, trails meander through dense acacia forest that’s home to the famous tree-climbing lions and one of the largest concentrations of elephants anywhere in Africa. The birdwatching is also incredible here, and you can even take a walk up into the bird-rich forest canopy, where you can get a whole new perspective on the forest. Simply fascinating.
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TOP TIP

Lake Manyara National Park doesn’t allow you to enter, leave and then re-enter the park on the same ticket: you’ll have to pay a second entry fee, even if you’re returning the same day. Ask your accommodation to provide you with a packed lunch, allowing you to comfortably spend the day there.



Looking for Lions & Elephants

SPOTTING SURPRISES IN THE ACACIAS

The main attraction of any Lake Manyara wildlife drive – the arboreal lion – is rarely sighted close to the park entrance. So ease yourself into the experience by ticking off a few easy-to-see species soon after entering the park: the first stop is the northern woodland, which is overrun by baboon troops – look out for blue monkeys amid the mob. There’s a hippo pool at the lake’s northernmost tip, and the park’s floodplains host wildebeest, buffaloes and zebras.

The thin acacia belt that shadows the lakeshore is where you’re most likely to see the arboreal lions. It’s quite something to look up from the safety of your 4WD and into the branches of an acacia to see a lioness or even a whole pride staring back at you. Although you might see the occasional lion in the lower branches of trees in the Serengeti, Lake Manyara National Park is the only place in Tanzania where such special sightings are consistently possible. Seeing a lion up a tree is by no means guaranteed, but just knowing they’re there gives every wildlife drive that extra edge of excitement.

And it’s not just lions. Lake Manyara’s elephants have been studied since the 1970s, and the park’s high elephant density means you’re almost sure to see one, or probably many. The thick vegetation can also make for some sudden (and unforgettable) sightings.


FELINE TREE-CLIMBERS

There’s a reason why, outside of Manyara, you don’t see many lions in the trees. Unlike the lighter leopards, lions have powerful forequarters and stiff backs, meaning they’re custom-built for wrestling large prey to the ground, but not for climbing branches. Only in Manyara, Queen Elizabeth National Park (Uganda) and Lake Nakuru National Park (Kenya) do you find lions consistently climbing trees.

Scientists have long speculated that Lake Manyara’s lions may have developed their tree-climbing habit to escape a nasty biting fly that devastated Ngorongoro Crater lion populations in the 1960s. Lake Manyara’s acacia tree trunks are perfect for them, as the trunks don’t grow vertically, and the branches are low, creating an accessible horizontal platform.



WHERE TO STAY IN LAKE MANYARA NATIONAL PARK

Public Campsite No.2

This campsite has shared facilities amid sausage trees; just an hour’s drive from the park gate. $

Park Bandas

Ensuite bandas (thatched-roof huts) with hot water and a cooking area; located beside the park gate. $

Lake Manyara Tree Lodge

This uber-luxurious place has gorgeous stilted tree-house suites, amazing views and butler service. $$$

Nightime Explorations at Lake Manyara

NOCTURNAL ADVENTURES IN THE BUSH

Night drives through Lake Manyara National Park (adult/child US$50/25) are a terrific way to see a whole host of animals that you’ll never see in the daylight. Along the way, the guide will shine a spotlight into the surrounding bush. They’re looking for eye shine, and thankfully they use lights that don’t blind the animals. You’ll come across skittish impala and other antelope species who know that predators with far better night vision are close at hand. Up in the trees, there’s a chance of seeing bush babies and genets. Down on the ground, an aardvark is a great prize. See a lion on the hunt in the darkness and you’ve really hit the jackpot. However, you’re less likely to see them in the trees after dark, as they usually only use the trees during the day for resting.
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WARNING: LAKE MANYARA LOOKOUT

The road that climbs the Rift Valley Escarpment from close to the entrance gate for Lake Manyara National Park leads to a viewpoint with superb views out over the lake. However, we advise against stopping here: touts have a habit of materialising out of the undergrowth, and some travellers who have stopped here alone have felt quite uncomfortable. For once, the views simply aren’t worth it.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND LAKE MANYARA NATIONAL PARK

Migunga Tented Camp

Small tents in a grove of fever trees echoing with birds; south of Mto wa Mbu. $$$

Ol Mesera Tented Camp

Set among baobabs 14km along the Lake Natron road, with safari tents and cooking classes. $$$

Manyara Wildlife Camp

Tasteful safari tents and stilted cottages with four-poster beds; 15 minutes from the park gate. $$$

Walking amid the Treetops

EXPERIENCE THE STUNNING FOREST CANOPY

Lake Manyara’s acacia forests are one of the defining features of the park, and climbing high into the canopy is a unique experience, as this is Tanzania’s only canopy walkway. The 370m route climbs gently through varying gradations – past the low branches and then into the denser leaves and thorns near the top, around 18m above the forest floor. Don’t expect to see lions up here, but instead enjoy the different perspectives you’ll get of the park. If you stay quietly at the top, birds and baboons will start to appear, shyly at first, then more curious. Also watch out for silvery cheeked hornbills, blue monkeys and more. You might even spot an elephant moving through the forest down below.
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WHERE TO STAY ON THE ESCARPMENT

Escarpment Luxury Lodge

The wood-floored chalets here are the height of luxury, with superb views of the lake. $$$

Lake Manyara Serena Safari Lodge

Rooms in thatched bungalows in shady grounds with great views from the pool. $$$

Mawemawe Manyara Lodge

Luxury rooms in a quiet stretch of the escarpment with superb views of the national park. $$$


MTO WA MBU’S BEST ACCOMMODATION

Twiga Campsite & Lodge

A real travellers’ hub, in-town Twiga has well-kept rooms, bungalows and a campsite. $$

Nsya Lodge & Camp

Offering a good mix of bungalows and safari tents, Nsya is at the western end of town, close to the park. $$

Manyara’s Secret

South of town and overlooking the lake, this gem offers a pool, lovely rooms, and plenty of peace and quiet. $$$



Unique Walking Safaris

GETTING UP-CLOSE WITH THE ANIMALS

The park allows two- to three-hour walking safaris with an armed ranger along three trails. The knowledge that you could encounter a lion or an elephant at any time is a really great way to heighten your senses: all of sudden, you’ll feel like you’re part of the food chain. Or to put it another way, you’ll never feel more aware than you do here. Advance reservations are a must.

The Msara Trail, which begins 11km from the park gate, follows its namesake river along the Rift Valley Escarpment and through great birdwatching territory up to a viewpoint. The Lake Shore Trail starts 38km into the park, near the maji moto (hot springs). It crosses acacia woodland and savannah and is the path where walkers are most likely to meet large mammals and flamingos. The Iyambi River Trail, 50km from the gate, is wooded and rocky, with good birdwatching and plenty of mammals. Ask at the park gate for trail maps.

For something a little less adventurous, Wayo Africa has three walking options in the area: a nature walk along the escarpment, a forest walk down the escarpment and a village walk in Mto wa Mbu. All start from the Lake Manyara Serena Safari Lodge or from a pre-arranged point in Mto wa Mbu.

Meet all of Tanzania in Mto wa Mbu

EXPLORE THIS COMMUNITY’S TRIBAL DIVERSITY

Mto wa Mbu, close to the entrance of Lake Manyara, has always been a crossroads. Close to one of few places where it’s possible to climb up and down the Rift Valley Escarpment, Mto wa Mbu is where the people of the plains came in contact with the people from the escarpment, and where the Maasai of the north came into contact with the farmers and traders of central Tanzania. Thus, by some estimates, all of Tanzania’s 120 tribal groups are present here. There’s not much to see here, but a walk along the shady main street reveals a trading town noisily going about its business with colour and clamour. And true to its roots, the locals have one eye on opportunity – namely, the passing safari vehicles – in case they can tempt passers-by with accommodation, hole-in-the-wall eateries, petrol stations, money changers and souvenir stalls.

The well-organised Mto wa Mbu Cultural Tourism Program offers walking and cycling tours to surrounding villages, markets and a nearby waterfall, as well as hiking along the escarpment. Contact them in advance to make the booking, although you can usually just turn up the day before. Homestays and meals with local families can also be arranged.


KARATU’S BEST ACCOMMODATION

Eileen’s Trees Inn

This terrific spot has large cottages with four-poster beds and a good restaurant, amid a quiet garden setting. $$

Country Lodge

Off the main road, this peaceful oasis serves food made from locally sourced ingredients. $$

Gibb’s Farm

Legendary Gibb’s Farm promises a wonderful setting, great views, a spa, and beautiful cottages and gardens. $$$

Manor at Ngorongoro

An exceptional place up in the Ngorongoro foothills north of Karatu, with impeccable furnishings straight from an interiors magazine. $$$



Enjoy Local Life in Karatu

COFFEE PLANTATIONS AND IRAQW VILLAGES

Roughly halfway between Lake Manyara National Park and Ngorongoro, Karatu doesn’t have any obvious appeal beyond its essential services: banks (some with ATMs), petrol stations and mini supermarkets. But if you’re staying here overnight (as many safaris do to avoid paying the camping fees in Ngorongoro), go for a walk in the evening and soak up the stunning surrounding countryside come sunset. You might also meet locals who’ll appreciate that you’ve stopped by. It’s a low-key vignette of small-town life, with authenticity and laid-back charm at its core.

If you stay a little longer, the Ganako-Karatu Cultural Tourism Program offers trips (with hotel pick-ups) to nearby coffee plantations and Iraqw (Mbulu) villages, where you’ll be introduced to local life, walk through the surrounding countryside with a guide, visit a family home and eat a simple lunch.


GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own 4WD vehicle to explore Lake Manyara. Most travellers visit the park as part of a longer safari trip that takes in Arusha, Tarangire National Park and the Ngorongoro Crater.





LAKE EYASI
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The uniquely beautiful Lake Eyasi promises something a little different: it comprises a blessed opportunity to change gears, discover a truly remote location and connect with local cultures in a way that simply isn’t possible elsewhere.

The Hadzabe people – one of the oldest surviving traditional cultures in Africa – lend a vibrant presence to the region. Don’t be surprised if the time you spend with them ends up being the highlight of your visit – and in a trip filled with big hitters like Mt Kilimanjaro and the Serengeti, that’s really saying something.

The lake itself, which lies at 1030m above sea level, between the Eyasi Escarpment in the north and the Kidero Mountains in the south, attracts huge populations of flamingos and pelicans during breeding season (June to November). In the dry season, it’s little more than a parched lakebed, which only adds to the otherworldly, primeval ambience of the area.
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Herder near Lake Eyasi | JUAN ALBERTO CASADO/GETTY IMAGES ©


TOP TIP

Bring US dollars with you to pay for the various activities around Lake Eyasi as credit cards aren’t accepted. If you just sleep overnight without taking any excursions, it will cost US$25 per person. Hunting excursions with the Hadzabe cost US$90, plus an extra US$20 if you also visit the Datoga and Iraqw peoples.



Hunting with the Hadzabe

A TRULY UNIQUE EXPERIENCE

One of the highlights of a trip to Tanzania is paying a visit to a Hadzabe settlement, where you’ll get the chance to go hunting with them. This is a cultural encounter of the richest kind.

The day starts early: you’ll be taken to the settlement by your guide. (Guides can be arranged either through your accommodation or at the Lake Eyasi Cultural Tourism Program, which is located near Ghorofani, Lake Eyasi’s main village.) You’ll be introduced to the men (the hunters) and women (gatherers) of the community, and then taken out on foot by a small band of hunters, all armed with bows and arrows. The hunting can last anywhere between two and four hours. These skilled traditional hunters, often swathed in animal skins, typically kill some small birds or something larger, such as a baboon or even a kudu.

On the way back, they’ll often stop to build a small fire (using traditional techniques) to cook one of the smaller items, and you’ll be invited to try it. Back at the settlement (which usually changes location every few months), you might be given the chance to try out your own bow-hunting skills, buy some beaded jewellery made by the Hadzabe women or witness the spectacle of the whole village treating you to a traditional dance.

What makes this cultural encounter so unique is its authenticity: this is how the Hadzabe live, and the hunters will go out hunting, regardless of whether you’re there or not. Be warned, however, that the hunting is not for the faint-hearted – these subsistence hunters live off what they catch, and there’s nothing sentimental in their approach to the animals they kill. They’ll proudly show you their kill, which can be quite confronting for those not used to seeing dead animals. A small tip is expected at the end – around Tsh50,000 is appropriate for a group of four.

[image: jpg]

Hadzabe man, Lake Eyasi | LUISA PUCCINI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE HADZABE

The area close to Lake Eyasi is home to the Hadzabe people, who are believed to have lived here for the past 10,000 years. They are often said to be the last true hunter-gatherers in East Africa and, of the roughly 1000 who remain, between one-quarter and one-third still live according to traditional ways.

Traditional Hadzabe live a subsistence existence, usually in bands of 20 to 30 people, and there are no hierarchical structures within their society. Families engage in communal child-rearing, and all resources are shared throughout the camp. An enduring characteristic of Hadzabe society is their lack of materialism: their possessions are so few that each person can carry everything they own on their back.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND LAKE EYASI

Eyasi-Nyika Campsite

One of Eyasi’s best campgrounds, with grassy sites under the shade of acacia trees. $

Kisima Ngeda

Luxurious and well-run space in a glorious lakeside setting, with superb tents amid palm trees. $$$

Ziwani Lodge

Ziwani combines faux- (and slightly out-of-place) Moroccan style with stone-built cottages and sweeping views. $$$

The Communities of Lake Eyasi

ENGAGE WITH LOCAL LIFE

Although the undisputed highlight of a visit to Lake Eyasi is a hunting excursion with the Hadzabe, there are also other communities you can visit in the area, including the Iraqw (Mbulu), a people of Cushitic origin who arrived in the region about 2000 years ago, and the Datoga, noted metalsmiths whose dress and culture is quite similar to that of the Maasai.

Visiting either (or both) is possible, although the trips comprise more of a traditional-village visit than a participatory activity like with the Hadzabe. As such, it can feel a little staged, although a good guide can quickly help you break down barriers. Some of the highlights include watching a Datoga hunter fashion a hunting arrow. Visits can be arranged through your accommodation or through the Lake Eyasi Cultural Tourism Program. Here, you can hire English-speaking guides to visit all three groups (US$110 per group for a group of up to 10 people). Another good entry point into local life is the market in Ghorofani that takes over the whole village. Held on the fifth day of the month, the market attracts shoppers and traders from around the lake region.


BEST BOOKS ABOUT THE HADZABE

The Tree Where Man Was Born

(Peter Matthiessen; 1972) There is no finer treatment of the Hadzabe than in the elegiac final chapter.

The Hadza: Hunter-Gatherers of Tanzania

(Frank Marlowe; 2010) Dry at times, but a definitive study.

Hadzabe: By the Light of a Million Fires

(Daudi Peterson; 2013) A unique insight into Hadzabe life.

The Language of the Land

(James Stephenson; 2014) A portrait of the Hadzabe, from a year spent living among them.




LOCAL ENCOUNTERS

Dive further into local culture in Tanzania’s north in Arusha, on Mt Longido Mto wa Mbu and in Karatu.




GETTING AROUND

Most people visit Lake Eyasi as a detour when traveling between Lake Manyara and Ngorongoro. As always in these parts, having your own vehicle helps enormously, and it’s a lot easier to explore Eyasi’s environs once you’re there. It takes one to two hours to get to the lake from Karatu; however, this duration also depends heavily on the state of the road.

If you’re travelling by public transport, two daily buses connect Arusha to Barazani, passing Ghorofani on the way. They leave Arusha at about 5am and return at about 2pm; you can also catch them in Karatu. There are also several passenger-carrying 4WDs to Karatu; they depart from Ghorofani and other lake towns in the morning and return from Mbulu Junction throughout the afternoon.





NGORONGORO CRATER
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Ngorongoro is one of Africa’s truly great wonders. This ancient caldera, surrounded by steep, forested walls of a heavenly deep green, is truly magnificent when viewed from above. The views of the crater change constantly, mainly due to the different hues cast from the ever-changing light and clouds. But as wonderful as these views are, the real magic happens when you drive down to the crater floor. Here, you’ll share this magical world with an unparalleled concentration of wildlife, including one of the highest densities of lions and hyenas in Africa. The first time you descend into this lost world in the soft morning light, the whole experience can have an ‘earth’s first morning’ quality to it. And despite its popularity, it’s large enough to feel as if you’re on a journey of discovery. Although a visit to this Unesco World Heritage Site can be expensive, it’s worth every single penny.
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TOP TIP

The cost of accommodation inside the Ngorongoro Conservation Area adds up. As an alternative, stay on the crater rim, get an early start and explore the following day, then sleep the second night in Karatu or the Serengeti. Be wary of aggressive baboons (and keep your car windows up) at Loduare Gate.



Exploring the Crater Floor

DESCEND INTO PARADISE

Nothing compares to the first descent into Ngorongoro Crater soon after dawn. As the sun touches the highest peaks rising from the crater rim, the wildlife begins to stir, and this lost world comes alive with possibility. One huge drawcard is the chance to see the critically endangered black rhino – around 30 inhabit the crater floor, and they’re most often seen between the Lerei Forest and the Lemala Road.

Predators in the crater include around 600 spotted hyenas, five lion prides, and both golden and black-backed jackals. If you’re lucky, you’ll find lions on a kill or with their cubs, or maybe even a big male stalking and roaring his way across the grasslands. Ngorongoro’s predators are sustained by large numbers of resident herbivores, including wildebeest, zebras, buffaloes and gazelles. Less commonly seen are elands, warthogs, hartebeests, bushbucks and waterbucks. There are plenty of hippos around the lovely Ngoitoktok Springs picnic site, and Lake Magadi attracts flamingos to its shallows in the rainy season. Lerei Forest can also be good for elephants.

And then there are the views: at 19km wide and with a surface area of 264 sq km, Ngorongoro is one of the largest unbroken calderas in the world. Its steep walls soar up to 610m high and provide the setting for an incredible natural drama, as prey and predators graze and stalk their way through the open grasslands, swamps and acacia woodland on the crater floor. It’s such an impressive sight that, other vehicles aside, you’ll wonder whether you’ve descended into some wild, natural paradise.
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Rhinoceroses, Ngorongoro Crater | PhotoImpressionsTZ/shutterstock ©


NGORONGORO’S LIONS

Ngorongoro’s lions may look healthy, but they’re plagued by a lack of genetic diversity, mainly due to past population declines and the infrequency with which lions from outside the crater enter it to breed. Until recently, it was claimed that the genetic pool was so small that fathers were mating with their daughters, and sisters with their brothers. The crater’s current lion population stands at somewhere close to 50, and studies have shown that sperm abnormalities are common among Ngorongoro males. The long-running Kope Lion Project is an important source of information about Ngorongoro’s lions. It also runs a pilot programme that promotes coexistence between lions and the Maasai herders.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND NGORONGORO ON A BUDGET

Simba A Public Campsite

Ngorongoro’s only public campsite has basic facilities, but fabulous views and a gorgeous location. $

Kitoi Guesthouse

A simple guesthouse in Kimba village, near the crater; bathrooms are shared. $

Rhino Lodge

This friendly lodge is one of the cheapest places near the rim, with simple rooms and facilities. $$$

Ngorongoro’s Hidden Crater

SEEK OUT EMPAKAAI CRATER

Lake-filled Empakaai Crater, 36km northeast of Ngorongoro’s Lemala road, may not be as famous as Ngorongoro, but many travellers consider it to be its match in beauty. The lake, which draws flamingos and numerous other waterbirds, fills most of the crater floor, which is surrounded by steep-sided forested cliffs that reach at least 300m high. The view from the crater rim is one of the most jaw-dropping in northern Tanzania, and hiking down into the crater is an equally wonderful experience.

A steep, well-kept trail descends from the road through montane forest rich in bird life. Also keep an eye out for blue monkeys, hyenas, buffaloes and even elephants. En route to the crater floor, watch for views of the turquoise lake down below and the perfect volcanic cone of Ol Doinyo Lengai away to the northeast. Count on around 30 minutes down to the lakeshore, and an hour for the climb back up. It’s also possible to circumnavigate the lake on foot; this will take around four hours. If you’re planning on hiking, you’ll need to pick up an armed ranger (US$25) from the ranger post at Nainokanoka (next to Olmoti Crater) en route to Empakaai.
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Empakaai Crater | Massimo Salesi/shutterstock ©


OLMOTI CRATER

Ngorongoro’s other crater, Olmoti, may lack the drama of Ngorongoro and Empakaai, but it’s definitely worth visiting. It’s also the starting point for a two-day trek to Empakaai. Olmoti’s crater floor is shallow, haired with grass and crossed by the Munge River. The views on the way down are a sea of green with glimpses of the peaks beyond the rim. Keep an eye out for elands, reedbucks and bushbucks as you explore the crater; leopards are also present but never seen, and be careful of any buffaloes lurking in the undergrowth. To reach the rim, it’s a one-hour return walk from where the 4WD track ends on the crater’s eastern side.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND NGORONGORO FOR VIEWS

Ngorongoro Serena Safari Lodge

Fine location on the crater rim, with good service and outstanding views. $$$

Ngorongoro Wildlife Lodge

The crater views from here are simply the best on the rim. $$$

Highlands

Highlands has tented accommodation, sweeping Crater Highlands views and blissful isolation. $$$

Trekking the Crater Highlands

THE HIGHLANDS UNDER YOUR OWN STEAM

The best way to explore the Crater Highlands is on foot, and the best time to do this is during the July-to-October dry season: you’ll quickly leave the crowds and vehicles behind and enter a different world entirely. Wildlife is scarce here, but it’s all about the scenery. Treks range from short day-jaunts to excursions of two weeks or more, where you’ll camp in the bush each night that you’re out. If you base yourself at Ngorongoro Crater or Karatu, there are some great day hikes that let you experience the area on a lower budget, such as a climb up Mt Oldeani, or a walk along the Empakaai or Olmoti Craters.

Good two-day trips include hiking to the Ngorongoro Crater Rim, from Olmoti to Empakaai, and from Empakaai to Lake Natron. These three can be strung together into a longer multi-day trip.


TREKKING PRACTICALITIES

Because of the logistics and multiple fees involved, trekking here is expensive, from around US$350 per person for overnight trips. However, the cost goes down if you have a large group. For all routes, you’ll need to be accompanied by a guide, and for anything except day hikes, most people use donkeys or vehicle support to carry water and supplies (though vehicles can’t go everywhere that the donkeys can). Nearly all visitors arrange treks through a tour company. Recommended Arusha-based companies include Dorobo Safaris, Base Camp Tanzania and Kiliwarrior Expeditions.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND NGORONGORO FOR LUXURY

Entamanu Ngorongoro

Wonderfully quiet, with warm service and stunning rooms and tents facing the crater. $$$

Ngorongoro Crater Lodge

Sophisticated rooms, fine views and a pervasive sense of no-expense-spared indulgence. $$$

Lemala Ngorongoro Tented Camp

Beautiful safari tents and a great bush setting make this place an excellent choice. $$$

Visiting Maasai Villages

STEP INSIDE A MANYATTA

Ngorongoro is one of the best places in Tanzania to experience Maasai culture. Inside the thorn-bush fence of the manyatta (Maasai village) you’ll likely be treated to (and invited to join) a traditional dance, shown how the Maasai make fire, and if you’re lucky, taken inside a family home. Most will also have traditional beadwork for sale.

Depending on the village, it can feel a little staged; those furthest from the main road are usually better. It’s best to organise a visit through your accommodation or tour operator, and the closer their relationship is to the local community, the more authentic your experience is likely to be. Whatever your experience, remember that revenue from tourism does provide some incentive for the preservation of traditions that might otherwise be lost. And how the experience goes will also have to do with your attitude: if you stick a camera in someone’s face the minute you arrive, the less you will be able to build a rapport. A tip of around US$10 is appropriate for your guide.


NGORONGORO CONSERVATION AREA

With the Ngorongoro Crater as its centrepiece, the Ngorongoro Conservation Area covers a vast region and is a Unesco World Heritage Site. Administered outside the national park system, the area extends from Lodoare Gate near Karatu to near Naabi Hill in the Serengeti, from the Crater Highlands close to Lake Natron and Ol Doinyo Lengai all the way to Ndutu and the southern Serengeti (much of the Ndutu area actually lies within the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, even though it’s closer to Serengeti National Park than it is to Ngorongoro Crater). The area is currently the subject of significant controversy as a result of its push to move many Maasai beyond the conservation area.



Exploring the Cradle of Humankind

WITNESS TWO MILLION YEARS OF HISTORY

Between the western rim of Ngorongoro Crater and the Serengeti, Olduvai Gorge slices its way through up to 90m of rock and two million years of history. The unique geological history of this dusty, 48km-long ravine provides remarkable perspective on the days of our earliest ancestors. Not for nothing is Olduvai often referred to as the ‘cradle of humankind’.

It was here in 1959 that Mary Leakey discovered an ape skull roughly 1.8 million years old and from an early hominin (human-like being) now known as the Australopithecus boisei. This discovery, along with that of fossils of over 60 early hominids (including Homo habilis and Homo erectus), forever changed the way we understood the dawn of human history.

A visit here begins at the viewpoint overlooking the gorge, with an informative lecture by your mandatory guide, who will then take you through the excellent Olduvai Gorge Museum, which is filled with original and replica fossils and information boards that are worth lingering over. One of the highlights in Room 1 is a partial cast of the Laetoli footprints. Discovered around 45km south of Olduvai Gorge, the 27m long trail of hominid footprints from 3.7 million years ago were probably made by Australopithecus afarensis, and were discovered by Mary Leakey’s team in 1976. The cost of visiting the museum, which lies within the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, is US$35.40/11.80 per adult/child. A US$10 tip for your guide is appropriate.


GETTING AROUND

Although public transport passes through the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, you’ll need a 4WD vehicle to explore the Ngorongoro Crater. Most people visit the crater as part of a longer safari trip between Arusha and the Serengeti. However, the Ngorongoro component of such a trip can be expensive: in addition to the usual vehicle entry fees, there’s also a charge of US$275 per vehicle, referred to as the ‘crater service fee’. This applies if you plan to use your vehicle to go down into the crater. Note that 4WDs are the only vehicles allowed into the crater.

The gates open at 6am and close for descent at 4pm, and all vehicles must be out of the crater before 6pm. Officially, you’re only allowed to stay in the crater for a maximum of six hours, but this is rarely enforced.

If you’re visiting Empakaai Crater, count on a 90-minute drive from Lemala Road.





SERENGETI NATIONAL PARK
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The never-ending savannah grasslands of the Serengeti comprise an utterly unique encounter – few parks in Africa have the same breadth of habitats, wildlife and experiences as this one. This is where you can witness the Great Migration to the fullest, as well as the constant tension in the air as predator and prey compete in their ancient struggle for survival. This is one of the best parks in Africa for seeing big cats and elephants, and you might even be lucky enough to spot some rhinos. Watch a cheetah speeding across the plain, or a lion pride roaring in the shadow of the park’s kopjes, or simply gaze at the acacias silhouetted against the far horizon – the Serengeti is guaranteed to leave you awestruck.

Each area of the Serengeti tells a different story, each with its own distinct appeal. Familiarising yourself with it all is an essential component of planning your visit here.
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TOP TIP

If you’re hoping to see the Migration, plan accordingly, but be prepared for it to be in another area of the park entirely. If that happens, remember that the Serengeti is a world-class park at any time, and being where the Migration is not can mean that you don’t share the park with as many other vehicles, and the wildlife-watching can be just as good.



Follow the Great Migration

THE GREATEST SHOW ON EARTH

Welcome to one of the greatest natural spectacles on the planet: the Great Migration. Every year, more than one million zebras and wildebeest follow the rains and the grasslands in an epic loop through the Serengeti and Kenya’s Masai Mara.

Out on the plains, the vast numbers are an extraordinary sight, often spreading as far as the eye can see – a veritable sea of animals on a scale with few parallels in nature. When the herds are spread out like this, you can drive among them for hours at a time. At various points where the herds have to funnel through narrower areas – river crossings, for example – the animals come together and appear as a single entity.

Predicting where the animals will be and when is tricky. There are, however, some general guidelines to follow:

January–February: The zebras and wildebeest are widely scattered over the southern and southwestern section of the Serengeti, as well as the western side of the Ngorongoro Conservation Area. The mass calving of wildebeest occurs during this time, with hundreds of thousands of baby wildebeest staggering to their feet and following their mothers within half an hour of being born.

March–April: During the rains, the herds remain in the south. At some point during this period, the zebras and wildebeest form thousands-strong herds that begin to migrate northwest in search of food.

May–July: In early May, the herds cross northwest towards the Western Corridor, and Grumeti River crossing usually takes place between late May and early July; this lasts about a week.

July–August: By the second half of July, the herds are moving north into the northern Serengeti and Masai Mara. As part of this northwards push, they make an incredible crossing of the Mara River. However, the herds can sometimes move into Kenya’s Masai Mara as early as June.

September–October: In early September, the last stragglers leave the Serengeti, and most will remain in the Masai Mara throughout the month of October.

November–December: The herds usually begin moving south again in November, in anticipation of the rains. They cross down through the eastern Serengeti and move further south in December.

Exceptions to these general guidelines are common. It has also become increasingly rare for the herd to move as one group. On one recent occasion, the herds were still in the far south well into April. When they did finally move north, one group headed all the way up to Kenya and were already crossing the Sand River into Kenya’s Masai Mara in early June. The remainder followed a more traditional path into the Western Corridor and began to gather in the Serengeti’s north by late June.
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Wildebeest, Serengeti National Park | Mark Eveleigh/lonely planet ©


THE SERENGETI KOPJES

Some of the Serengeti’s most distinctive land forms are its kopjes: strange bouldered hills in a landscape where the horizon stretches to infinity. Kopjes began life as bubbles of molten rock, which, billions of years ago, forced themselves up into the layers that form the substrata of the earth. Around 500 million years ago, shifts in the surface of the earth forced up low hills across the Serengeti; over the millions of years that followed, these hills slowly eroded, leaving behind only the kopjes, which consist of hard, crystalline rock. In other words, kopjes are the summits of ancient mountains that have since eroded away.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE SERENGETI ON A BUDGET

Pimbi Public Campsite

A good campsite in the Seronera area with communal facilities and visits from the local wildlife. $

Serengeti Stop-Over

Close to Ndabaka Gate; camping facilities with showers, cooking area, simple rondavels and a restaurant. $

Twiga Resthouse

Twiga offers simple rooms with electricity and hot showers, and a communal kitchen and lounge. $$

Camping the Serengeti Way

EXPERIENCE OLD-STYLE SAFARI CAMPS

The very first safaris back in the early 20th century were mobile affairs that involved setting up camp where the hunting was good, then moving on as the need arose. The spirit of those mobile camps lives on in the Serengeti, with numerous (mostly high-end) companies offering camps that move in tune with the rhythms of the Great Migration. Many begin in the south, where they remain until the end of March or April. Then they pack everything up (which can take a week) and move on. Some make a stop in the central Serengeti, but most move into the park’s north to await the arrival passage of the herds, usually by June.

The Serengeti’s mobile camps vary greatly in comfort and facilities. Many do their best to recreate in temporary form the permanent camps, ranging from simple affairs to surprisingly large and lavish camps and dining areas with 24-hour electricity, wifi and stunning furnishings. Almost all occupy carefully chosen positions, usually comprised of widely spaced tents in the heart of prime wildlife country, with animals sometimes wandering through the camp – these can range from lions and elephants to full herds of migrating wildebeest and zebra. Experiencing the Serengeti and the Migration in this way is really an essential part of every safari experience.


THE BEST MOBILE SAFARI CAMPS

Serengeti Safari Camp

One of the original mobile camps and among the most exclusive, this one moves between Ndutu and the park’s north. $$$

Serengeti Under Canvas

Luxury offering that moves through the park, keeping pace with the Migration. $$$

Olakira Camp & Ubuntu Camp

Olakira’s northern location is one of the Serengeti’s finest, with views of Mara River. Ubuntu is in the Western Corridor (May–July) and up north (July–November). $$$

Lemala Serengeti

This comfortable camp is in Ndutu (December–March) and near Mara River (July–October). $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN NDUTU

Ndutu Safari Lodge

This lodge is just outside the Serengeti’s boundaries, with lovely cottages facing Lake Ndutu. $$$

Lake Masek Tented Lodge

Slightly cheaper than other options, with excellent rooms and a fine location overlooking Lake Masek. $$$

Serengeti Safari Camp

Nomad Tanzania’s January-to-April luxury mobile camp that’s one of the best anywhere. $$

Ndutu & the Serengeti’s South

LOOK OUT FOR PREDATORS AND FLAMINGOS

Part of the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, yet also very much a component of the Serengeti’s ecosystems, Ndutu is where the Great Migration begins. This is where, in January and February, the wildebeest give birth en masse to their calves before beginning their long journey north. The region boasts a variety of different habitats, taking in savannah grasslands, lakes and light woodlands. Although most of the wildlife action takes place in the first months of the year, there are reliable populations of resident prey and predators throughout the year to keep you busy.

Exploring Ndutu in a 4WD vehicle is one of the great experiences of the Serengeti. Ndutu is classic Serengeti terrain, with vast savannah grasslands extending all the way into the park further north. This is where you can see the mass wildebeest calving, and it’s an incredible, unforgettable sight to see the herds of zebras and wildebeest stretching to the far horizon – try and spot the large herds of eland also, as these are often mixed in among them. If you’re looking to spot some cheetahs, then you’re in luck, as these plains are also among the best places in the Serengeti to see them.

As well as Ndutu’s endless grassy plains and enormous herds, acacia woodlands are another prominent feature of the region, and there’s a good chance that you’ll see leopards and lions here – keep an eye out for prides of lions lazing in the low branches of the acacia in the daytime sun. Also in these woodlands is everything from tiny dik diks (the smallest of all antelope species) to statuesque giraffes. And then there are the lakes: Lake Ndutu and Lake Masek. The former is one of the best places in Tanzania to see flamingos, and you can often get up close and personal to these remarkable creatures at the lake’s eastern end.


THE UGLY FIVE

Many travellers go to Tanzania on a mission: to see the ‘Big Five’ (elephants, rhinos, lions, leopards and buffaloes). But it can also be great fun to track down what’s unkindly known as the ‘Ugly Five’.

Marabou Stork

No argument on this one.

Warthog

Or on this one.

Wildebeest

As some African people like to say, it looks like it was made using parts left over from other animals

Vulture

They may be necessary, but no vulture would win a beauty contest.

Spotted Hyena

Deeply unfair (The Lion King has a lot to answer for).




Lions in Trees

The Ndutu region is known for its resident lions who like to laze in the acacia trees during the day. The same applies in Lake Manyara National Park, where they’ve been doing it for decades.



WHERE TO STAY IN SERONERA & THE CENTRAL SERENGETI

One Nature Nyaruswiga

Among the elite of Serengeti camps, this uber-luxurious option is an indulgent safari fantasy. $$$

Dunia Camp

An intimate camp offering a classic safari atmosphere, great views and close encounters with wildlife. $$$

Serengeti Kati Kati

Excellent camp in a quiet valley west of Seronera, where wildlife often wanders by. $$$

The Wonders of Seronera

THE HEART OF THE SERENGETI

While there is an almost overwhelming amount of things to see, do and experience in the Serengeti, to truly get to the heart of this incredible park – and not just geographically – you really need to spend some time around the Seronera River. Yes, it does involve something of a trade-off: this is the busiest section of the park, and visitor numbers during the high season can spoil the experience a little. Be warned that you may find yourself among a pack of 20 vehicles jostling in unlovely fashion to look at a single lion.

But this is wildlife central, and one of the best places in Africa for sightings of lions, leopards and cheetahs. Most Seronera safaris concentrate on the river, and with good reason. The trees along the riverbank are home to one of the world’s densest concentrations of leopards, while lion sightings are also common. Sightings of these big cats are also probable around the Maasai Kopjes, the Simba Kopjes, the Moru Kopjes and Makoma Hill. The vast plains south of the Seronera River, often known simply as the ‘Serengeti Plains’, are particularly good for cheetahs, while the plains that rise towards the Kamuyo Hills, west of the Seronera River (west of the Seronera Wildlife Lodge), are particularly good for elephants, spotted hyenas and cheetahs. Once restricted to the Moru Kopjes, the park’s black rhinos are now being seen across the park, including the Maasai Kopjes. There’s also a popular hippo pool along the park’s main north–south thoroughfare, just south of Seronera.

Southeast of Seronera is a prime base for wildlife watching during the wet season of December to April, when it is often chock-full of wildebeest. This corner of the Serengeti also has year-round watering holes and a great mix of habitats.
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Cheetahs, Lake Ndutu | Jen Watson/shutterstock ©


WHY I LOVE THE SERENGETI
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Anthony Ham, writer.

If I could spend one day anywhere on the continent of Africa, I’d choose to spend it in the Serengeti. And then I’d ask for some more time. The Serengeti is truly one of Africa’s greatest wonders, from the spectacle of the wildlife and the classic savannah grasslands of the East African safari route to the remote Gol Kopjes and Barafu Kopjes – two of my favourite places on the continent. There’s always something new to discover, and anything seems possible here. And if the Great Migration passes through while I’m there, even better.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE WESTERN SERENGETI

Grumeti Serengeti Tented Camp

The best and most luxurious camp in the Serengeti; wild location and chic decor. $$

Kirawira Tented Camp

Encircling a low hill, with plenty of antiques, polished-wood floors and excellent food. $$$

Serengeti Migration Camp

This camp has numerous large and stunning tents with decks, near the Grumeti River. $$$

The Spectacular Grumeti & Western Corridor

EXPERIENCE THE QUIETER WEST

Like every corner of the Serengeti, the park’s Western Corridor has a personality all of its own. On the one hand, it can get busy when the herd migration passes through and spills over into the contiguous Grumeti Game Reserve, sometime between late May and early July. The crossing of the forest-fringed Grumeti River may not rival that of the Mara River further north – there are few vantage points and the river is much narrower and easier to cross here – but it’s still one of the Great Migration’s best spectacles.

But then, on the other hand, the Western Corridor is lovely at any time. During the remainder of the year, you can see lions and leopards along the Grumeti River, which also has plenty of hippos and giant crocodiles. North of the river, try the Kitunge Hills, the Ruana Plain and just about anywhere in the Grumeti Game Reserve, while south of the river, concentrate on the Ndabaka Plains, the Simiti Hills, the Dutwa Plains, the Varicho Hills and the Mbalageti River.
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Grumeti Game Reserve | PixHound/shutterstock ©


THE BIG FIVE

Seeing the ‘Big Five’ (lions, leopards, elephants, rhinos and buffaloes) has become a mantra for African wildlife watchers. But few know that the term was actually coined by white hunters for the five species deemed most dangerous to hunt. There are, of course, many other species that are just as exciting to see, such as cheetahs and giraffes. But the Serengeti has long been known as a refuge for all of the Big Five species. Until recently, rhinos were the most difficult ones to spot, as they were typically only present around the Moru Kopjes. Thankfully, rhinos have bred successfully in recent years and have dispersed elsewhere in the southern and central Serengeti.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE NORTHERN SERENGETI

Klein’s Camp

A classic and luxurious Serengeti lodge with awesome views and 10 luxurious stone-and-thatch cottages. $$$

Lamai Serengeti

Built on a kopje near the Mara River, Lamai has gorgeous rooms with marvellous views. $$$

Serengeti Bushtops Lodge

This remarkable camp has large permanent tents with expansive wooden floors and decks with spa baths. $$$

The Peace of the North

ESCAPE THE CROWDS UP NORTH

To truly escape the crowds, you really need to head for the Serengeti’s north. Yes, it rouses into life during the June-to-August Migration season, but there are far fewer lodges and tented camps here than elsewhere in the Serengeti, and most places to stay are simply superb. Drive between Seronera and the north, and you’re unlikely to see another vehicle for the whole trip.

Moving into the region from the south, it begins with acacia woodlands, interspersed with golden grasslands, where elephants congregate in the dry season. The presence of tsetse flies in some of these woodlands means that there are very few lodges and tented camps in the area. North of Lobo Wildlife Lodge, the Serengeti stretches into vast open plains. The herd migration usually passes through the western side during August and September and comes down the eastern flank in November.

North of the Grumeti River, the Bologonya Hills, Bologonya River, Nyamalumbwa Hills and Mara River are all outstanding for lions and leopards, while you might see cheetahs on the open plains.


DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES ON THE SERENGETI

Balloon Safaris

Rise above the plains at dawn and get a magical panorama on this remarkable park.

Walking Safaris

Go on a walking safari with Dorobo Safaris along the remote eastern border of the park.

Dunia Camp

Stay in a camp run entirely by women, a refreshing take on the safari experience in a largely male-dominated industry.

Eastern Serengeti

Leave the crowds and head for the Gol or Barafu Kopjes, where you might see more big cats than vehicles.




National Park Walking

If walking is your thing, then the eastern Serengeti is your place. Walking safaris are also possible in West Kilimanjaro and Lake Manyara National Park.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE EASTERN SERENGETI

Olmara Camp

Outstanding luxury tented camp on the pleasantly isolated banks of the seasonal Ngare Nanyuki River. $$$

Namiri Camp

Another excellent option out in the east, 45km from Seronera; perfectly placed for fabulous wildlife action. $$$

Esirai Camp

Not strictly in the east, but if you’re heading to Gol Kopje, this camp is outstanding. $$$



Serengeti to Lake Natron on Four Wheels
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If you’re in the northern Serengeti, in order to really get off the beaten track – and avoid the long and expensive route back through the Serengeti and the Ngorongoro Conservation Area – you can drive from Klein’s Gate to Lake Natron in under five hours. The 150km road is generally in good condition, and is manageable in most vehicles. On this route, you’ll travel through the incredibly picturesque Maasai backcountry of northern Tanzania.

After leaving 1 Klein’s Gate, drive 13km to the mostly Maasai town of 2 Ololosokwan, where you should make a quick pitstop to buy honey from Maasai Honey (maasaihoney.org), a non-profit that supports local Maasai women. The road then passes through the barren, stony country that forms part of the Loliondo Game Controlled Area. After 10km, you’ll reach 3 Soitsambu, with its honour guard of candelabra trees to the east. From Soitsambu, the road continues southeast and then south to the large town of 4 Wasso, from where the road is paved (and very scenic) all the way to 5 Sonjo.

The last stop is 6 Engaresero, the village with plenty of tourist infrastructure near Lake Natron’s southern shore. Your approach to the lake involves a winding road through barren stony country, and then the long, slow descent from the Rift Valley Escarpment to the valley floor. Watch for stunning views of Gelai (2941m) and, later, Lake Natron and Ol Doinyo Lengai before you make the final descent. The last 20km or so follows the Rift Valley floor and shadows the lakeshore to Engaresero.



Exploring the Eastern Plains’ Endless Views

VENTURE EAST FOR REMOTE LANDSCAPES

The eastern plains of the Serengeti are rarely visited when compared to the rest of the park, and venturing out here provides visitors with the chance to see the Serengeti as it used to be, before tourism arrived. There are just a few camps out here, and even fewer visitors. It’s not often that those who come here take the time to really explore. After heavy rains, its splendid isolation becomes even more pronounced, as the area can only be reached from the south.

The views out here can be endless, and the wildlife can be fantastic. It’s a world of remote kopjes – the Gol Kopjes and the Barafu Kopjes are stunning, while the meandering Ngare Nanyuki River is like the Seronera River, minus the vehicles. Look out for cheetahs and even some serval out on the Namiri Plains. You’ll hopefully spot some klipspringers around the Sametu and Boma Kopjes. And if you stick around for a little bit, you might be rewarded with big cat sightings, as all three of Africa’s big cats are present in reliably healthy numbers.
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Aardwolf, Gol Kopjes | Joe McDonald/shutterstock ©


THE MAASAI

Surrounding the Serengeti on all sides are the Maasai – a tribe of pastoral nomads, most of whom still follow the same lifestyle that their ancestors have for centuries. Their traditional culture centres on their cattle, which, along with their land, are considered sacred. Cows provide many of their needs: milk, blood and meat for their diet, and hides and skins for clothing, although sheep and goats also play an important dietary role, especially during the dry season. Maasai society is patriarchal and highly decentralised. Maasai boys pass through a number of transitions during their life, including time spent as warriors and elders. Maasai women play a more subservient role, and polygamy is widespread in Maasai communities.




GETTING AROUND

Most visitors fly into the Serengeti, arriving most often at the central Seronera airstrip; there are also other airstrips dotted around the park. On arrival, you’ll likely be met by a vehicle from your accommodation, and they’ll drive you around for the duration of your stay. Many visitors also arrive here in a 4WD vehicle from Ngorongoro Crater, as part of a wider safari. Either way, you’ll need a 4WD vehicle to get around while you’re here.

If the Western Corridor is part of your itinerary, these areas of the Serengeti are most easily reached from Mwanza. If driving from the Ndabaka Gate, count on at least half a day to reach Seronera, at the centre of the park, and more if you stop along the way. Entering via Ikoma Gate is easier for Seronera.

If you’re driving between Seronera and the north, the road is in poor condition in places; allow three to four hours.





LAKE NATRON
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Lake Natron is northern Tanzania’s most adventurous corner. It’s also one of the most beautiful, with the shapely volcano of Ol Doinyo Lengai to the north, flamingo-rich Lake Natron to the south and the jagged walls of the Rift Valley Escarpment running along the west. There are some fine activities here – you can even climb the volcano – and the whole area sees relatively few tourists, very much adding to the appeal. Remember, though, it can get fiercely hot here, especially in January and February.

While Lake Natron is worth visiting in its own right, a visit here also opens up other exploratory possibilities. You can reach the lake from Arusha or Mto wa Mbu in three hours; it’s a scenic five-hour back-road drive to the northern Serengeti (Klein’s Gate); and you can even travel up and over the Crater Highlands to Ngorongoro. Whatever your reason for being here, Lake Natron is worth far more than an overnight stop on your way elsewhere.
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Lake Natron | Danita Delimont/shutterstock ©
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TOP TIP

Don’t miss the local markets while you’re here. Try Engaruka Juu (Mondays), Selela (Wednesdays) or Engaresero, Engaruka Chini and Mto wa Mbu (Thursdays) for an authentic slice of local life.



See Flamingos in Action

LOOKING FOR TANZANIA’S FAMOUS FLAMINGOS

It’s the classic Rift Valley image: the flamingo – or, rather, massed ranks of flamingos – stalking the shallows of a salt lake where no other life forms can survive. And Lake Natron is the best place in the country to see these beautiful birds.

Sightings are almost guaranteed, but that doesn’t mean you’ll see them up close. Where they are on the lake varies, and how close you get depends on water levels and pure luck: even from one day to the next, it can be difficult to predict where you’ll find them. Sometimes they’re down south, close to Engaresero; at other times, they’re seen some 20km further north, near the hot springs and close to where the road comes in from Loliondo and the Serengeti. Unless you find them close to the lakeshore where you’re staying, don’t waste time looking for them yourself – organise a guide through your accommodation.


THE ART OF STANDING ON ONE LEG

How (and why) flamingos stand on one leg baffled scientists for decades. Finally, a 2017 study found that the birds actually expend less energy by standing on one leg than they do standing on two. Flamingos do not actively use their muscles in any way in this one-legged position. Closer examination of the pose revealed that the standing foot sits directly beneath the body, meaning that the leg angles inwards, enabling the bird to assume the position and remain almost entirely motionless for significant periods. So easy and perfectly balanced is the pose that flamingos can sleep while standing like this. Even dead flamingos can remain on one leg (but not two) without any means of support.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND LAKE NATRON

Maasai Giraffe Eco Lodge

Superb Ol Doinyo Lengai views, as well as simple rooms and lovely grounds. $$

Africa Safari Lake Natron

This excellent spot has tents, bungalow rooms and fine views, especially of the lake. $$$

Lake Natron Camp

This gem has an appealing, luxurious bush-camp feel, with good Lengai views. $$$

Sipping on a Sundowner

A COLD ONE AT SUNSET

Sunset is the best time to see Ol Doinyo Lengai volcano. There’s a perfect window of opportunity, at around 5pm, when the light softens and the sun is yet to disappear behind the Rift Valley Escarpment. There are many superb vantage points, including along the road either side of the main village, but as the escarpment wall darkens, head for the southern end of the lake and find a spot where Ol Doinyo is framed by acacias, with grasslands unfolding from the north. And then turn off the engine, get out your drink of choice, listen to the silence and enjoy the view.


AN ACTIVE VOLCANO?

The northernmost (and youngest) volcano in the Crater Highlands, Ol Doinyo Lengai (2962m) – ‘Mountain of God’ – is an almost perfect cone with steep sides rising to a small peak, from where you can look down into two craters. It’s still active, last erupting in 2007, when it forced the evacuation of local villages and scarred the slopes extensively. It’s the only volcano on earth to have erupted natrocarbonatite, a magma that is unusually cold; those studying carbon planets elsewhere in our solar system have used Ol Doinyo Lengai to learn more. Could it erupt again? With eruptions in 1917, 1940, 1966, 1983, 1993, 1998 and 2007, there are likely more to come.



Climbing Ol Doinyo Lengai

RISE ABOVE LAKE NATRON

Those intent on climbing a Tanzanian mountain tend to focus on Mt Kilimanjaro or Meru, but Ol Doinyo Lengai (2962m), 16km south of Lake Natron, may be the real prize. Unlike its famous neighbours, this volcano only requires around 12 hours of trekking, and promises superlative views. Be warned, however, as this is a strenuous climb, but the dawn views from the summit – out over the Crater Highlands, towards Meru and Kilimanjaro, and down along the length of Lake Natron, are worth the exertion, and among the best in Tanzania.

With a midnight start, a drive and then a trek from the village of Engaresero at Lake Natron is possible in one long haul. The walk climbs gently at first and becomes steeper the closer you get to the summit. It’s strongly recommended to take a helmet – there are often baboons on the higher slopes who frequently dislodge gravel and sometimes larger stones; also watch out for leopards and klipspringers.

As you near the top, the going can be challenging and extremely steep – although it’s a trek rather than a technical climb, you’ll be close to vertical in places. And throughout the climb, the loose ash along the path makes it difficult when ascending, and it can be an even tougher descent. You’ll usually be back down by mid-morning. At the peak, you can see hot steam vents and growing ash cones in the north crater.

Climbing Ol Doinyo Lengai costs roughly US$100 per person. Guides can be arranged through your accommodation or through the community-run Engaresero Tourism Office at the southeastern entrance to Engaresero.


GETTING AROUND

You can get around Engaresero village by walking along the main road that runs north–south from the western shore of Lake Natron. But save that for early morning or late afternoon, as it will simply be too hot at other times.

Otherwise, you’ll need a vehicle (preferably a 4WD, as some roads in the area are quite poor). Most visitors arrive here as part of a longer safari trip that will usually include a vehicle. If you don’t have one, make arrangements through your accommodation.





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

Mt Kilimanjaro (Kili to its friends) stands at the heart of the national park that bears its name. In addition to being the continent’s highest, it’s also one of the world’s tallest volcanoes and the highest free-standing mountain on earth. It rises from cultivated farmlands on the lower slopes, through lush rainforest to alpine meadows, and finally across a lunar landscape to the twin summits of Kibo and Mawenzi.

Whether you come to climb it or simply to gaze in awe at this remarkable, snowcapped equatorial mountain, drawing near to Mt Kilimanjaro is a soulful, memorable experience.
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Barranco Camp, Mt Kilimanjaro | KnippserTobi/shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mt Kilimanjaro

ACTIVITIES

2Barranco Wall

3Gilman’s Point

4Shira Plateau

DRINKING

5Coffee Union Café

SHOPPING

6I Curio

7Moshi Mamas

8Shah Industries




TOP TIP

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



Climbing Mt Kilimanjaro

CLIMB TO THE TOP OF AFRICA

Climbing Mt Kilimanjaro is both an extraordinary experience and a significant undertaking, and it’s important that both sides of this equation are taken seriously.

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

Remember, too, that it’s not essential to reach Uhuru Peak (the top of Kibo summit and the highest point of Mt Kilimanjaro), and that you haven’t ‘failed’ if you don’t. If you don’t think you can reach the top, consider trekking to an area such as the top of the Barranco Wall or the Shira Plateau to appreciate the magnificence of the mountain without all the slog.

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

Come prepared with appropriate footwear and waterproof cold-weather clothing and gear, including a quality sleeping bag (which can be rented from trekking operators), everything necessary to waterproof your gear, and, most importantly, allow yourself enough time. If you’re keen to reach the top, seriously consider adding at least one extra day to the ‘standard’ climb itineraries. Although the extra US$150 to US$250 may seem a lot when you’re planning your trip, it will seem insignificant later on if you’ve gone to the expense and effort of starting the trek and are then unable to reach the top. Don’t feel bad about insisting on an extra day with the trekking companies: standard medical advice is to increase sleeping altitude by only 300m per day once above 3000m.

There are seven trekking routes to the summit. Trekkers on all routes except Marangu must use tents. Officially a limit of 60 climbers per route per day is in effect, but it’s not always enforced, except for Marangu, which is self-limiting because of maximum hut capacities.

Marangu Route: A trek on this route is typically sold as a four-night, five-day return package, although at least one extra night is highly recommended to help you acclimatise, especially if you’ve just flown into Tanzania or arrived from the lowlands.

Machame Route: This increasingly popular route has a gradual ascent, including a spectacular day contouring the southern slopes before approaching the summit via the top of the Mweka Route. Usually a six- or seven-day return trip.

Umbwe Route: Steeper and with a more direct way to the summit, this is very enjoyable if you can resist the temptation to gain altitude too quickly (aim for at least a six-day return trip). Although this route is direct, the top, steep section up the Western Breach is often covered in ice or snow, which makes it extremely dangerous and sometimes impassable. Many trekkers who attempt it without proper acclimatisation are forced to turn back. An indication of its seriousness is that, until fairly recently, the Western Breach was considered a technical mountaineering route. Only consider this route if you’re experienced, properly equipped and travelling with a reputable operator.

Rongai Route: This popular route starts near the Kenyan border and goes up the northern side of the mountain.

Shira Plateau Route: This route is scenic and good for avoiding crowds, but can be challenging for acclimatisation, as it begins at 3600m, at the Shira Track trailhead. To counteract this, an extra day at Shira Hut is recommended. This takes around six or seven days return.

Lemosho Route: On the western side of the mountain, this is arguably the best all-round route for scenery and acclimatisation. It starts with two days in the forest, at Londorosi Gate, before crossing the Shira Plateau and then joining up with the Machame Route. It’s normally done in eight days return.

Northern Circuit Route: This route – the longest (eight to ten days) – follows the same path as the Shira Plateau Route but goes around the northern side of Kilimanjaro before tackling the summit via Gilman’s Point.
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GUIDES & PORTERS

Licensed guides, and at least one porter (for the guide), are obligatory and are provided by the trekking companies. Although porters are generally used, you can carry your own gear on the Marangu Route. One or two porters per trekker are essential on all other routes. Porters will carry bags weighing up to 15kg (not including their own food and clothing).

All guides must be registered with the national park authorities; check that your guide’s permit is up-to-date. On Kili, the guide’s job is to show you the way, and that’s it. Only the best guides, working for reputable companies, will be able to tell you about the wildlife, flowers and other features.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND MT KILIMANJARO

Coffee Tree Campsite

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

Kibo Hotel

Kibo’s old-world atmosphere has drawn a who’s who of guests, including Hans Meyer and Jimmy Carter. $$

Babylon Lodge

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

Kaliwa Lodge

At 1300m, this German-run spot has a contemporary Bauhaus style, with restful cube-like structures. $$$

Marangu Hotel

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

Kilimanjaro Mountain Resort

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


COSTS & TIPPING

If you organise your trek through a reputable operator (and we recommend that you do), then a no-frills trek starts at about US$1500 to US$2000, depending on the route. This should include park fees (US$70/20 per adult/child per day), taxes, rescue fees (US$20 per person per trip), guide (US$20 per day) and hut/camping fees (US$60/50 per person per night). The more you pay, the better your guide, meals and equipment will be. Also remember that an environmentally responsible trek usually costs more.

Common tips are from about US$10 to US$15 per group per day for the guide; US$8 to US$10 per group per day for the cook; and US$5 to US$10 per group per day for each porter.



WHERE TO STAY IN MOSHI

Hibiscus

This peaceful B&B has cosy rooms, a pleasant garden and meals on request. $

Haria Hotel

A friendly, switched-on spot with simple, spacious rooms and a rooftop restaurant-bar; with mountain views. $

AMEG Lodge

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

Get to Know Moshi

TAKE TIME TO STROLL AROUND

There’s not a whole lot to see in Moshi, but it does have an appealing blend of African and Asian influences and a self-sufficient, prosperous feel, due in large part to it being the centre of one of Tanzania’s major coffee-growing regions. Virtually all visitors are here to climb Mt Kilimanjaro or to recover after having done so. In addition to the many operators offering Kili climbs, there are lots of fun reasons to stick around and get a feel for this local and authentic town. You might just find yourself spending a little longer than planned here, especially if the recovery time after climbing Kili is taking longer than you’d intended.

Places to chill include the outstanding Coffee Union Cafe, a real hub of local life, with wifi and delicious honey cappuccinos. If you’ve the time and inclination for shopping, I Curio has a better-than-average selection of crafts; Moshi Mamas sells beadwork and kitenge cloth; and Shah Industries sells leatherwork made by people with disabilities.


BEST KILI TOUR OPERATORS

African Scenic Safaris

Well-organised Kilimanjaro treks.

Ice & Dust Tours

Well-regarded Kili climbs for budget travellers.

Just Kilimanjaro

A small, highly efficient operator offering expertly guided Kilimanjaro treks by the lovely Methley Swai.

Summit Expeditions & Nomadic Experience

Excellent Kili climbs organised by a Chagga–American couple.

Tanzania Journeys

Expertly led climbs of all of northern Tanzania’s mountains.



The Coffee Plantations of Kilimanjaro

WAKE UP AND SMELL THE COFFEE

Moshi means coffee for most Tanzanians, and taking a coffee tour is a great alternative (or complement) to all the fuss about Kili. Kiliman Cultural Tourism is a community-run venture that not only shows you how beans are grown, picked and roasted, but also offers insight into the lives of the Chagga coffee farmers who live on Kilimanjaro’s lower slopes. Tours last from two to three hours. Meals with local families can be arranged, as can a cooking lesson – a wonderful way to get under the skin of the area’s culinary culture and tastes. Other tours include village and waterfall walks, and cycling tours. It’s easiest to book directly through their website or at Coffee Union Cafe.


GETTING AROUND

The main points for organising Kilimanjaro treks are Moshi and Arusha, followed by Marangu. No matter where you organise your trek, transport will be provided to the trailhead. To minimise costs, choose a trailhead close to your starting point. It is also possible to catch a bus to Marangu or Machame and organise your trek from there, but this means losing valuable days making the necessary arrangements.






LAKE VICTORIA & CENTRAL TANZANIA
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MOUNTAINS, TRADITIONAL CULTURE AND BEACHES

Combine rarely visited mountain ranges with the tropical appeal and historical fascination of the Swahili Coast.
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Lake Victoria | Richard Mortel from Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, CC BY 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©

The Tanzanian half of Lake Victoria, Africa’s largest lake, sees very few international visitors, yet there’s plenty to attract discerning travellers who want to venture off the beaten track. This agricultural region is home to vibrant Mwanza (Tanzania’s second-biggest city) and the laid-back lakeside communities of Musoma and Bukoba.

Immense Burigi-Chato National Park is one of East Africa’s great safari frontiers, and the richly forested Rubondo Island National Park offers a chance to trek among wild chimpanzee troops. Other intriguing islands include the magical Ukerewe, with its unique agricultural traditions, and the tiny island of Saanane National Park.

The sweeping plains of Central Tanzania are a stark contrast to the water-dominated landscapes of the country’s northwest. Despite its location almost at the geometric centre of the country, Dodoma, the capital, has the self-contained feeling of a frontier town. In this landlocked region – which nevertheless feels vaguely Mediterranean – you’ll find a flourishing wine industry.

The rock-art sites around Kondoa don’t see many visitors, and yet further research may reveal them as Africa’s greatest repository of hunter–gatherer art. Then there are the thriving market towns of Babati and Katesh (on the slopes of Mt Hanang), each with their own diverse cultures, and the isolated Swagaswaga Game Reserve, surrounded by the homelands of some of East Africa’s last hunter– gatherer communities.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MWANZA

A cityscape of rock and water.

LAKE VICTORIA’S EASTERN SHORE

Unique cultures and lakeside communities.

LAKE VICTORIA’S WESTERN SHORE

Quiet national parks and relaxed shores.

DODOMA & AROUND

An isolated capital with regional charms.

BABATI & AROUND

A hub of adventure and culture.



Find Your Way

This varied region – with its lakes, savannah and mountains – offers vast potential for exploring far beyond the tourist trail. Large distances and limited infrastructure mean getting around can be time-consuming, but it’s really worth the effort.
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Plan Your Time

Because of the extensive distances involved, it’s important to select the sights of Central Tanzania that most appeal to you. The following itineraries should help with the decision-making.
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Kondoa Rock-Art Site | Eyal Bartov/Alamy Stock Photo ©


If You Stay in One Area

For a Lake Victoria island-hopping adventure, begin with a few days’ wildlife-driving or chimp-tracking at Rubondo Island National Park. Next, head to Ukerewe Island and experience the traditional Wakerewe lifestyle on a cycle tour. Explore the craggy outcrops of ‘Rock City’ in Mwanza, and spend a night camping – with tame wildebeest, impalas and zebras – on Saanane National Park.




A 10-Day Road Trip

Leave Mwanza for Lake Victoria’s western shore and enjoy having Burigi-Chato National Park all to yourself for a few days. Continue the lakeside road trip to relaxed Bukoba, or make a beeline south, towards Lake Singida. Head north to Katesh to hike to the summit of Mt Hanang. Continue onwards to Babati and enjoy paddling among wild hippos.



Seasonal highlights

SPRING

September is ideal for great wildlife spotting around scarce water courses. Plus there are benefits to be had in low-season prices.

SUMMER

Temperatures are typically a blissful 25°C. Despite the rains, this can be a great time to travel, as you’ll start to see the annual influx of baby animals.

AUTUMN

The rains can make travel impossible. By around April, the rains are ending. Flamingos and other waterbirds fly into many of the lakes.

WINTER

Winter brings clear days and maximum visibility for wildlife viewing. The Sukuma Dance Festival coincides with Corpus Christi celebrations.



MWANZA
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Mwanza is known as ‘the City of Rock’, and it’s easy to see why: the landscape here is steepled and cragged, with immense boulders gouged and channelled over eons by the wavelets of Lake Victoria. This natural backdrop – a combination of granite and water, upon which the equatorial sunlight shifts endlessly – is what keeps Tanzania’s second-largest city from resembling any other sprawling and dusty African metropolis.

The ever-present lakeshore – peppered with cool hotels, restaurants and bars – lures you from all sides as you navigate the city’s jagged waterfront. There are more than enough sights to keep you inspired, such as insights into Sukuma tribal life at Bujora Cultural Centre and close-up animal encounters at Saanane National Park.

The centre is small enough to explore on foot, and outlying areas can be accessed by buzzing bajaji (tuk-tuks) and bleating boda-boda (motorbike taxis), meaning that just puttering around Mwanza is an adventure in its own right.
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SIGHTS

1Dr Robert Koch’s House

2Shri Swaminarayan Mandir

3Sree Sanatan

4Station Road Junction

5Temple Street

SHOPPING

6Central Market

7Makaroboi Street




TOP TIP

The best place for souvenir-shopping is in Rwagasore St’s fabric shops, which specialise in Maasai shuka (robes) and the sarong-like kitenge and kanga. The latter are emblazoned with slogans, catchphrases and motivational quotes in Swahili – so ask for the translation if you intend to buy one as a gift.



Explore Mwanza like a Local

STROLL MWANZA’S MOST INTRIGUING STREET

Experience the bustling street life that makes downtown Mwanza unique on a stroll down Temple Street. Start at the northeastern Station Road junction, where shopfronts are hung with everything from baby clothes to wigs and lingerie.

After heading 150m southeast down Temple St, you’ll see a statuesque fig tree clambering out of the nooks of an immense rocky outcrop, and you’ll almost certainly become aware of the sound of hammering. Climb the steps to your right, and you’ll find yourself in a clattering jumble of metal workshops. This little quarter, known as Makaroboi Street, is where thousands of cooking pots, tin chests and kerosene lamps (makaroboi) are hammered out.

Through an iron door at the top of Makaroboi St, step onto a rocky outcrop below a large building, known simply as Dr Robert Koch’s House, which could have been transplanted straight from Bavaria. It was once owned by Koch, who was awarded the Nobel Prize for Medicine in 1905 for his research into tuberculosis, but is these days considered a controversial figure for the research facilities that he himself described as ‘concentration camps’. Unfortunately, the house is closed to visitors, and the rocky clearing – often used as a drinking den – is not a place to stay for long.

Returning to the main thoroughfare below, you’ll immediately understand why it’s called Temple St: two large Hindu temples, one called Sree Sanatan, and the other the spectacular Shri Swaminarayan Mandir, face each other across the lane.

Continue to the southern end of Temple St and peruse the lively cluster of fascinating textile shops near the Central Market.


LAKE VICTORIA FAST FACTS

Area

Lake Victoria spreads out over 69,484 sq km, about half of which is in Tanzania. This makes it the world’s second-largest freshwater lake by surface area (after Lake Superior in North America).

Age

It is estimated that Lake Victoria formed over 400,000 years ago (which is, geologically speaking, still quite young).

Swimming

The lake is infested with bilharzia in many shoreline areas, which means that swimming isn’t recommended. Lake Victoria is also home to large populations of hippos and crocodiles. Both species are highly dangerous and responsible for numerous fatalities in Africa each year.



WHERE TO HAVE LUNCH IN MWANZA

Shahensha Restaurant

Great samosas and the obligatory chips mayai (chip omelette) on an extensive local and Pakistani menu. $

Cakes and Bakes

For downtown Mwanza's street-theatre, Cakes and Bakes is front-row seating – maybe the royal box. $

Salama Cone

Feast on pizzas, wraps and kebabs, but leave space for Mwanza’s best ice cream and smoothies. $$

Healers & Hyenas in Bujora Cultural Centre

A CELEBRATION OF SUKUMA’S TRIBAL CULTURE

The Sukuma tribe includes more than 50 kingdoms that cover a large area south of Lake Victoria. More than an insight into a single tribe, the Bujora Cultural Centre at the Sukuma Museum offers a wonderful introduction to a traditional Tanzanian lifestyle.

A guided tour with one of the centre’s extremely informative guides is recommended. You’ll be taken into a locked room where the Sukuma’s ancient thrones are stored, and guided through a traditional compound where you can see how daily life was lived among the masses during precolonial times. You’ll also learn about the arts of the region’s nfumu (traditional healers).

The Sukuma are primarily famous for their ritual dances, and the annual highlight for the region is the seven-day Bulabo Festival (which coincides with Corpus Christi – usually in May/June). One of the most fascinating exhibitions in the museum is the collection of Sukuma dance regalia, where you’ll learn about the sect of Banungule dancers, who perform with live porcupines and hyenas (tamed, some say – others claim they might be doped) to the throb of drums covered with monitor-lizard skins. Other artefacts are from the Bazwilili sect, who dance with large pythons. There’s a cage outside where some of these pythons are kept.

Look out for the 500-year-old drum that was once used to announce royal functions, including busunzula, the Sukuma king’s annual haircut (which, in turn, signified the start of the agricultural season), and equipment for brewing the royal tipple of swizo (millet beer).
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I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO PARTY IN MWANZA
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Mwanza isn’t called ‘Rock City’ just for the granite, says Paschal Phares, founder of Show me Tanzania (showmetanzania.com).

Malaika Beach Resort

The bar at Malaika Beach, just a stone’s throw from the airport, is an ideal first stop – either for a ‘Welcome to Mwanza’ cocktail or to party into the night.

Cask Night Club

Mwanza’s best night club, and definitely the place to be seen, with dancers, DJs, karaoke and regular events. It’s also a bar and grill.

Hotel Tilapia Pool Bar

Hotel Tilapia’s pool (which opens late at weekends) makes for an enticing evening of icy cocktails and chilled soaking on a terrace high over the lake.



WHERE TO STAY IN MWANZA

Mwanza Yacht Club

A lively favourite with long-distance touring trucks and, at other times, a delightfully peaceful lakeside campsite. $

St Dominic’s Pastoral Centre

Comfortable rooms near Temple St. Unexpectedly, for a church property, there’s an appealing beer garden. $$

Hotel Tilapia

Comfortable rooms, and the best lakeside restaurant. Ask for a room on the African Queen boat. $$$

Isamilo Lodge & Spa

This hillside hotel with views down to the lake is very good value, especially if you like being away from the centre. $$

Wag Hill Lodge

With bungalows, luxury tents and villas, this intimate property outside Mwanza is an excellent post-safari stay. $$$

Ryan’s Bay

Centrally located, Ryan’s Bay has lake views, spacious, well-appointed rooms with balconies, and a good pool. $$

Wildlife at a Glance on Saanane Island

TANZANIA’S MOST ACCESSIBLE NATIONAL PARK

As the only Tanzanian national park that lies within city limits, Saanane National Park has an unexpected appeal as a hassle-free introduction to East African wildlife.

Sure, as a wildlife extravaganza, this tiny park will never compete with the Serengeti, but it does provide the chance to get unusually close to wildlife. There’s a free-roaming herd of extremely confident zebras and wildebeest, and a healthy number of (more timid) impalas. Lest you forget that this was once a zoo (from 1964 until 2013), there’s also, sadly, a cage (admittedly large) with a pair of lions and another cage that, rather bizarrely, holds a flock of Indian peacocks. (Thankfully, the chimpanzee cage now stands empty.)

A pleasant 4km stroll along well-maintained rock walkways leads all around the island. There’s a picnic area (haunted by a leopard tortoise and large monitor lizards) and the enticing – but unfortunately named – Mamba Campsite in a small clearing that’s a gathering place for impalas and many of the park’s estimated 100 bird species. Heading up to Jumping Rock (a popular selfie spot, but also a relaxing viewpoint), you’re sure to see rock hyraxes and, if you’re lucky, klipspringers. Keep an eye along the shoreline for crocodiles and otters.

However, on the downside, the five-minute journey by boat from the jetty at Mwanza’s Capri Point might be Africa’s most expensive voyage (US$35 return), and park admission fees (US$15) are also steep. Once you’re there, however, you could easily be tempted to spend a whole day. At weekends, try to go early to avoid crowds – the park opens from 9am until sunset.
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A BAJAJI TOUR OF MWANZA

The best way to explore Mwanza is on the three-wheeled bajaji (tuk-tuk). For the perfect tour, take your first ride to the bustling Mwalomi Market, where stallholders and marabou storks – almost in equal numbers – vie over the morning catch while porters shoulder huge sacks of fish. From here, take another bajaji past rocky outcrops to visit the MV Bukoba Monument (commemorating the 1996 shipping tragedy, where up to 800 people lost their lives), and then relax on a hammock at Pasha Beach.

Locals joke that a bajaji ride over Mwanza’s potholes, speed-bumps and cobbles constitutes an ‘African massage’, but take your next ride to Hotel Tilapia, for the real thing at the hotel’s spa.




MWANZA’S SPECTACULAR ROCK FORMATIONS

Bismarck Rock – with its bizarre balancing boulder – is Mwanza’s most famous feature. For a small fee, boaters on the beach near Kamanga Ferry Terminal will take you on a short trip around the rock. Jiwe Kuu (Big Rock) is accessible by boda-boda.

You’ll see what might be the best examples of the ancient granite of this rocky habitat – formed after eons of erosion – if you take the ferry to Ukerewe Island and keep an eye out about halfway through the voyage for Ruti Island. This outlandish cluster of 15m-tall balancing rocks stands isolated, about 15km from the shore. ‘There’s no engineer like God,’ the boaters will tell you.




GETTING AROUND

Precision Air and Auric Air connect Mwanza with Tanzania’s main airports, and the city is also connected to Dar es Salaam by bus and the ‘Central Line’ of Tanzania Railways (the journey takes about three days).

The Bolt app (similar to Uber) works very well around Mwanza and, depending on budget and preference, you can choose to travel by boda-boda, bajaji or car. Locations are not always accurate, so drivers will usually call you through the app to confirm the pickup point.

A boda-boda will set you back around Tsh1000 for a city-centre ride, but dalla-dalla (minibuses) run all over the city and are usually cheaper. They should stop only at designated laybys but – if the police aren’t watching – they tend to pull over anywhere.





LAKE VICTORIA’S EASTERN SHORE
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Tanzania dominates an estimated 3500km of the shoreline of Lake Victoria, and almost half of that lies along the eastern shoreline. Victoria is the world’s biggest tropical lake and, separated from the shore by less than 2km of water, Ukerewe Island could almost be a part of the mainland itself, were it not for a unique culture centred on agricultural traditions that have made it the envy of East Africa. While Ukerewe’s ecological heritage entices researchers and discerning travellers, a similarly ancient tradition of magic and traditional healing has boosted the island’s fame among people from all over the region.

The main appeal of the little city of Musoma, northeast from Ukewere, is its beautiful natural inlet, where the Mara River flows into Lake Victoria. Few international visitors make it this far north, but those who do are invariably enchanted by a slow-paced, laid-back lakeside city with an authentic local vibe.
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Lake Victoria, Musoma | Keith Shuttlewood/Alamy Stock Photo ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Matvilla Beach

SIGHTS

2German Fort Ruins

3Matvilla Rock

4Musoma

5Nansio

ACTIVITIES

6Ikulu

SLEEPING

7Matvilla Beach Hotel




TOP TIP

Beware of unofficial touts at bus stations along the eastern shore. Known as ‘fly-catchers’ in local slang, and working on a freelance basis with bus operators, they will try to hustle you onto waiting buses, sometimes charging you well over the established rate for a bus that might not leave for hours.



Musoma’s Peninsula Getaway

LAKE VICTORIA’S MOST ENCHANTING URBAN ESCAPE

Technically speaking, there’s no ‘beach’ to speak of at Matvilla Beach. Nonetheless, lying at the end of the peninsula directly north of Musoma, this secluded spot is nothing short of magical, with great domed rock outcrops and little bays and inlets. The entire peninsula is only 2km long, but carry a picnic with you when you visit, because you could easily spend a day wandering along the granite outcrops and balancing rocks.

There is a small (and very friendly) community of subsistence farmers in the tiny enclave between the rocks, and you’ll pass their fields of cassava, corn and vegetables (and probably have to skirt around fat-tailed Maasai sheep and zebu cattle, the latter usually tethered) on your way to Matvilla Rock, the highest peak on the peninsula.

The peninsula has a huge population of surprisingly confident rock hyraxes. Also known as dassies, these rabbit-like animals are the closest living relative to the elephant. Great ‘herds’ of these cute but clumsy-looking creatures will skip nimbly ahead of you, over the rocks, on their stubby legs. You’re also sure to see scarlet-headed agama lizards and vervet monkeys, along with a staggering variety of birdlife.

Matvilla Beach Hotel is the ideal spot for a sundowner (or dinner), and from the restaurant, spot the fisherpeople hoisting sail on their dhows and paddling out to check their fish traps in the reed canoes that have been built here for centuries.


TANZANIA’S BEST URBAN BIRDWATCHING

By the time you’ve reached the top of Matvilla Rock, you’re sure to have been struck by the diversity of birds on this peninsula: egrets and cormorants, and pied kingfishers flocking by the dozen. (You might count more than 10 kingfishers on a single stretch of cable!) Weavers flash between the acacias, and sunbirds flit among bird-of-paradise plants. Revel in the startling flash of red bishops and fire finches, and the call of fish eagles.

Stroll down the peninsula – where open-billed storks, sacred ibises and herons strut – to the old Mwigobelo fish market, and you’ll encounter another ornithological spectacle: flocks of marabous (the world’s largest stork), pied crows and yellow-billed kites scavenging along the beach.



WHERE TO EAT IN MUSOMA

Afrilux Hotel

The best beer garden in Musoma, with an extensive Tanzanian, Western and Indian menu. $$

Malkia Cafe & Bakery

A favourite for its friendly staff, comfortable seating and great doughnuts. Choose the terrace for people-watching. $

Matvilla Beach Hotel

Hearty Swahili food with a five-star view across the lake from the open-air dining room. $$

Ukerewe Island

EXPLORE THE ISLAND BY PEDAL POWER

‘The Wakerewe people trace their lineage from Uganda’, says Ukerewe-based guide Paschal Phares. ‘Our ancestors arrived here via Bukoba on the western shore and settled here to farm and fish.’

Life is lived at a slow pace in a region where fishing and agriculture remain the main sources of income, and Ukewere Island (measuring 40km at its widest point) is an ideal place to explore by bicycle on one of Paschal’s cycling tours (showmetanzania.com). You could set out to cover the entire island in a few days, but Paschal’s less challenging tours – through the streets of the town of Nansio (Ukewere’s main town) and into the surrounding rural communities – have become a travel highlight of the Lake Victoria region.

About 7km southeast of Nansio, the sight of the German Fortress Ruins offers a wonderful viewpoint over the southern side of the island. Historically, this spot (now owned by the Catholic Church) was the site of a fort, and boats loaded with slaves would arrive here from Bukoba – what would later become Uganda. Paschal is an authority on his region’s history and, on a lighter note, describes the fascinating environmental background of an island where every square metre of land (even every individual tree) is owned by a family in the community, and where patriarchs have responsibility for its sustainable use so that it can be passed on to future generations.

From the fort, you can ride across the island to what is known as the Ikulu (the ‘White House’). Built in 1928, it’s said to have been the first privately owned palace in East Africa, and it still belongs to the descendant (who now lives in Vienna) of the last Wakerewe monarch.


UKEREWE’S TRADITIONAL HEALERS

‘People are attracted from all over East Africa – and beyond – by the magical powers of Ukerewe,’ says 55-year-old Godiliva Rugina as she sits surrounded by flasks of potions and baskets of herbs.

In her two decades practising as an omufumu (traditional healer), Godiliva has treated more than 800 people in her beehive-shaped hut, known as an ekilinge. Just as omufumu create medicines from plants and minerals, mbaya omufumu (‘witchdoctors’) specialise in placing curses on their victims, typically using animal parts – and even human organs.

Local guide Paschal Phares works with omufumu in the area – trained experts who are enthusiastic for others to get the chance to understand their talents.




GETTING AROUND

Mwanza’s new Nyamhongolo bus station is the public transport hub for Lake Victoria’s eastern shore and Musoma, and it’s roughly a five-hour journey from Mwanza to Musoma. To get around Musoma and on Ukerewe, you’ll have to haggle with the boda-boda and bajaji drivers.

Fast boats (MV New Butiama and MV Rafiki) sail from Mwanza to Musoma most days, taking around two hours. A ferry sails onwards from Ukerewe six times daily to Kisorya, for onward northbound travel. If you’re travelling from Kisorya to Musoma, expect the journey to take four hours by bus.





LAKE VICTORIA’S WESTERN SHORE
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Leaving Mwanza for the western shoreline of Lake Victoria, your first obstacle is to cross the Mwanza Gulf. A bridge spanning the 2.8km gulf is under construction, but until it’s completed (probably late 2024), the Kikongo Ferry is an adventure in itself: the canteen/seating area on the upper deck is a lively place to hang out, drink coffee and chat with locals.

The highlights of the western shore include Rubondo Island National Park, with its chimpanzee troops, and the truly magnificent Burigi-Chato National Park, which presents the opportunity to have vast tracts of pristine African savannah to yourself. Here, watch the herders driving the majestic Ankole cattle through the plains, with horns that measure upwards of 1.5m.

Bukoba, Tanzania’s most northerly city, is also one of its most appealing. A few days spent here allows you to soak up the relaxed lakeside vibe that will have you feeling like you’ve arrived in the Caribbean.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Rubondo Island National Park

SIGHTS

2Bukoba Cathedral

3Burigi-Chato National Park

4Colonial Watchtowers

5Kagera Museum

6Katuruka Heritage Site

7Musira Island

SLEEPING

8Lake Hotel

9Rubondo Island Camp




TOP TIP

Rubondo Island Camp is a once-in-a-lifetime experience, and it can be an affordable safari with budget accommodation at the Tanzania National Parks Authority (Tanapa) camp (tanzaniaparks.go.tz). Even adding in the cost of a boat transfer from the mainland, a three-day safari (with chimp tracking) might be the most appealing, and affordable, wildlife experience in Tanzania.
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Rubondo Island | Macabe5387, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©

Charming Bukoba’s Historic Roots

LAKESIDE LIVING IN TANZANIA’S COOLEST TOWN

The city of Bukoba is a prosperous agricultural centre – dealing in coffee, tea, vanilla and, believe it or not, longhorn grasshoppers – with a laid-back tropical atmosphere.

The city was founded in 1890, when Emin Pasha (born Eduard Schnitzer) established a German foothold here, and there’s a palpable sense of history to the place, especially as you stroll from the colonial watchtowers along the waterfront, passing the atmospherically dilapidated Lake Hotel (where Frank Sinatra once stayed), and on to Bukoba’s first cathedral, built in 1914.

It’s important to remember that the area’s history stretches back far beyond colonial times. Take a 30-minute taxi ride to Katuruka Heritage Site to see the remnants of what’s said to be the oldest iron-smelting furnace in Africa. It’s incredible to imagine that this city was a thriving local industry as early as 500 BCE.

Some of this story is explained at the Kagera Museum – which was in the process of being rehoused at the time of writing – and which also has fascinating exhibits on the region’s Haya community, who once controlled one of the world’s first iron industries. The Haya, one of Tanzania’s largest tribes, were important for the role they played in the drive towards independence from the British in 1961. These days, they are renowned for their complex dances, featuring grass skirts and ankle rattles.

William Oswald Rutta, founder of Bukoba Cross Culture Travel & Tours (@bukoba_tours), can guide visitors through this fascinating city and the surrounding area.


KEMODO’S LONGHORN GRASSHOPPERS

Head northwards through the village of Kemodo, and you’re sure to notice what appears to be a miniature skyscraper village of corrugated-iron funnels. These are nocturnal traps that use smoke and lights to lure edible longhorn grasshoppers. Known to science as Ruspolia differens, they’re locally referred to as senene, and are considered a gastronomic delicacy, especially by the men of the Haya tribe (who claim that the insect is taboo for women and children).

The insects are typically deep-fried, but in times of hardship, they are smoked to preserve them, giving them a storage life of up to a year. Local tour guides can lead fascinating trips to the senene-trapping community of Kemodo – they may even arrange tasting sessions.



WHERE TO STAY IN BUKOBA

Lake Hotel

‘Faded grandeur’ might not sum it up, but it’s friendly, comfortable and has a dilapidated charm. $

Bukoba Kolping Hotel

A business-style hotel that boasts a nice terrace and good lake views from its Kashura Hill location. $$

Victorious Perch Hotel

With a decent restaurant, lounge and bar, this is the best of Bukoba’s upper-midrange options. $$

To the Island by Boat

STRETCH YOUR SEA LEGS

Musira Island, probably Bukoba’s most famous tourism icon, was once a prison island in which the kings confined rebels, criminals and pretty much anyone they found undesirable. It is now an attractive and relaxing fishing community. A regular ferry connects the village with the mainland, but if you charter your own boat, you have the benefit of seeing the dramatic cliffs (and the caves where traditional healers were once entombed) on the island’s westward side before you climb up to the 1134m summit. If you ask around Bukoba’s waterfront – or enquire at the Lake Hotel – it’s easy to find a boat for hire.

Once on the island, a well-maintained and clearly marked path leads to the top of the hill. It was a tougher climb back in 1875, when explorer and journalist Henry Morton Stanley was transfixed by the view. Even if you take time to stop and photograph the view, the climb will only take around 40 minutes, and it’s clear that Stanley enjoyed the break from more strenuous treks in search of the missing Dr Livingstone. ‘It is a spot,’ Stanley wrote later, ‘from which, undisturbed, the eye may rove over one of the fairest portions of Africa – hundreds of square miles of beautiful lake scenes.’

The island lies 2.5km offshore and, since it is just over 600m at its widest point, it can easily be visited on half-day boat tour with Bukoba Cross Culture Travel & Tours, during which you will also have the chance to explore a fascinating fishing and agricultural community.
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I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO EAT IN BUKOBA

‘I love coming back home to Bukoba,’ says singer Saida Karoli. ‘What I like best about my hometown are breezy days beside the lake and plenty of opportunities to walk, swim and sing.’

The lake has always played a part in Saida’s life, and it was singing that made her one of the city’s most popular celebrities. ‘I like Sunrise Beach Pub for hanging out with friends,’ says the 47-year-old. ‘For lunch I love to head for the streetside Mama Ntilie places.’

Mama Ntilies is the slang name for regular street vendors who sell a whole variety of tasty, usually freshly produced snacks. Saida’s favourites are Manyema Cafe Ushwahini and Mama Haika.



LOCAL SPECIALITIES IN BUKOBA

Fish

Bukoba is famous for its grilled tilapia fish and tiny but nutritious Lake Victoria sardines.

Beer

Balimi, a no-nonsense, flavourful local beer, is becoming increasingly popular all over the country.

Coffee

The hills around Bukoba are a major centre for Robusta coffee.

Lake Victoria’s Island of the Apes

TREK AMONG CHIMPANZEES ON RUBONDO ISLAND

A general absence of dangerous animals (barring the sometimes-belligerent elephants and voracious crocodiles) means that you can trek on Rubondo Island National Park in relative safety – as long as you’re accompanied by the obligatory armed ranger. The aim of these treks is to bring you face-to-face with the large troop of wild chimpanzees that live on the island.

Rangers and expert guides from Rubondo Island Camp (asiliaafrica.com) have worked hard to habituate a troop of 30 chimpanzees on the north of the island. There are no feeding stations, and the apes (who are descendants of the apes that were released here in the 1960s) are completely wild and can roam widely over a large area. While the rangers are usually relatively sure of the troop’s whereabouts, be prepared to trek for several hours before you get a sighting. However, this is all part of the excitement of the experience, and the chance to spend time hiking in Rubondo’s pristine equatorial forest would be sufficient reason for this undertaking, chimpanzees or no.

Apart from their sheer size and power, there’s something unusual about the chimps of Rubondo that provides an unexpected adrenaline buzz: unlike famously ‘peaceful’ gorillas and orangutans, these chimpanzees are fearsome hunters. Not only do they frequently feast on vervet and colobus monkeys, the Rubondo rangers claim that they have also been known to carry out relatively complex group-hunting strategies on bushbucks and sitatunga antelope. Even more surprisingly, guides report that the chimps have learned to eat the raw meat with medicinal leaves to minimise the effect of bacterial contamination.
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Chimpanzee | Robin Nieuwenkamp/shutterstock ©


RUBONDO’S ELEPHANTS

After the open space of the savannah, Rubondo’s forested trails can make for an intense wildlife-driving experience. Rather than the stately, roaming herds of elephants that you see in other places, encounters here tend to be face-to-face, and usually at extremely close quarters. The elephants (relocated into the park) are not typically aggressive, but some are intimidatingly huge. As they’re not entirely habituated to people, there’s an invigoratingly tense feeling to encounters here. It’s incredible to see how such huge creatures can appear so quickly and so silently from seemingly impenetrable forest. While aggressive behaviour never leads to much more than bluster, many visitors have counted Rubondo as the site of their most memorable elephant encounters.



RUBONDO’S INTRIGUING ANTELOPE

Sitatunga

Rubondo offers guaranteed sightings of the usually rare, swamp-dwelling antelope.

Suni

It’s difficult to see these 35cm-high antelope, but a flash of white-tail will provide a privileged sighting.

Bushbuck

Listen out for their tell-tale warning bark, as you'll know they're close.

Safaris on Land & Water

WILDLIFE SPOTTING IN RUBONDO

After the wide-open vistas of the Serengeti, some might find the forested trails of Rubondo a little claustrophobic. But this is part of the unique thrill of Africa’s biggest island national park. A safari in this oft-overlooked wilderness (comprising 25,000 hectares) can be an unexpectedly exclusive experience, as you’re likely to see just a handful of vehicles in an entire day of wildlife-driving.

A downside to this is that the animals are less habituated, but, because of the thick vegetation, encounters tend to be personal. Even during rainy season, there’s never a shortage of sightings, and Rubondo’s birds put on a year-round spectacle. The island is reported to have one of Africa’s densest populations of kingfishers, fish-eagles, cormorants and other waterbirds, and even species that are normally considered rare (such as otters and bush pigs) are common sightings.

Rubondo is also an angler’s dream, and some devotees make annual pilgrimages here in search of the gigantic Nile perch. The deep channels where Rubondo’s cliffs plummet into the water are home to these specimens, who prey on young crocodiles and often weigh in excess of 60kg. The vast number of huge crocodiles that are present in every inlet remain Rubondo’s real apex predators. Take a boat trip out onto the waters near Rubondo (beware of large waves on stormy days) to see large pods of hippos, frolicking otters, countless crocodiles and enormous elephants. You’re sure to also see many of the island’s 300 bird species, and there’s a good chance you’ll spot colobus monkeys leaping through the trees along the shoreline.


WHY I LOVE RUBONDO ISLAND
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Mark Eveleigh, writer.

I’d come to Rubondo Island with the specific intention of visiting its famous chimpanzees. After a four-hour hike, I found myself face-to-face with the great apes that have baffled primatologists with their intelligent hunting strategies. What I hadn’t anticipated, however, was the unforgettable sightings to be had without even needing to leave Rubondo Island Camp (asiliaafrica.com). From the stilted dining area, I watched spectacular airborne stunt-shows from fish eagles, cormorants, kites and four species of kingfishers. I’d have been tempted to join the family of otters (‘water hyena’ in Swahili) that cavorted in the gentle waves if it hadn’t been for the resident hippos yawning at me from the shallows.



RUBONDO’S OTHER WILDLIFE HIGHLIGHTS

Land

Besides the iconic chimps, unforgettable sightings include bush pigs, elephants, giraffes and rare antelope.

Water

Crocodiles and hippos haunt the shorelines, and Rubondo might be home to Africa’s most playful otters.

Air

Rubondo boasts 300 bird species. Tiny Bird Island – near Rubondo – has cormorants, egrets and African darters.

The Wildness of Burigi-Chato

HAVE AFRICA’S FOURTH-BIGGEST PARK ALL TO YOURSELF

A hunting reserve since 1970, Burigi-Chato was accorded national park status in 2019 after the Kimisi and Bharamulo reserves were incorporated to create an incredible protected area that includes five lakes – most notably the 54km-long Lake Burigi – and endless rolling hillsides covered in savannah, acacia woodland, riverine forest and marshland.

Tourism infrastructure is minimal here, but there’s the sense of experiencing Africa at its wildest – a feeling that will be difficult to come by in more heavily touristed national parks. The wildlife is relatively unhabituated, but you will see large herds of zebras, elands, impalas and (with a little more luck) rare roan antelope. Bushbucks, reedbucks and waterbucks roam the hills and shoreline, and buffaloes, elephants and sitatunga antelope favour the swampier areas. The park is also said to be the only place in Tanzania where you can see the bizarre shoebill stork and the ash-red colobus monkey.

Seventeen lions that were taken from the Serengeti and released here have found a favourable habitat (and plentiful prey) in an area from which lions had long been absent. While research opportunities have been slim in such a new park, there is (judging by ever-present spoor) a healthy population of leopards too. Burigi actually claims to be famous among hunters for the biggest leopard ever shot. The Tanzania National Parks Authority (Tanapa) is also looking into the possibility of relocating rhinos into the park – thereby elevating it to Big Five status.


CAMPING AT LAKE BURIGI

Nkonje Camp, on Lake Burigi’s shoreline, has a shower, toilet and covered dining area. Apart from wildlife-driving, other activities that can be arranged include walking safaris, boat safaris and sport fishing. You can book a camping spot in the park via the national park’s office in Biharamulo. Falling asleep in a tent beside the lake is an unforgettable experience, with the honk of hippos, the whoop of hyenas and the roar of lions comprising the soundtrack to Africa at its wildest. However, try not to sleep too soundly and miss the light-show: here, you are sufficiently far from human habitation to enjoy what might be the most spectacular array of stars that East Africa has to offer.



WHERE TO STAY IN BURIGI-CHATO

Nkonje Cottages

Six cottages on a savannah hill, next to the landing strip and overlooking Lake Burigi. $$$

Nkonje Permanent Tented Camp

Luxurious lakeside camp with six fully furnished tents with large en suite bathrooms. $$

Nkonje Public Campsite

The new public campsite will be fully equipped with showers, toilets, cooking areas, lounge tent and firepit. $

Solo Adventures in Burigi-Chato

A 4WD ADVENTURE IN WILDEST AFRICA

Self-driving through this remote African wilderness is not for the faint-hearted. Burigi-Chato’s varied terrain only adds to the challenge, with rock-strewn tracks veering through its savannahs and acacia woodland. In wet weather, you’ll find yourself fording flooded valleys and looking for traction on boggy black-cotton soil. The knowledge that this is an area rich in big wildlife – including feisty elephants, buffaloes, lions and some seriously large leopards – certainly adds to the feeling of trepidation.

Don’t be daunted, however; the opportunity to take a self-driving safari through this almost unknown national park might be the highlight of your Tanzania adventure. Nonetheless, a level of planning is crucial, since you’ll need to be self-sufficient with fuel, drinking water, food and a vehicle that’s capable of handling the worst that Burigi-Chato can throw at it. A reliable vehicle is of paramount importance. In the wet season – with what old-time hunters referred to as the ‘adrenalin grass’ being shoulder high – you don’t want to have to stop to change a tyre on a trail that’s thick with fresh predator spoor.

Fortes Africa – Mwanza’s most respected 4WD rental company, which also runs guided safaris all over the country – can supply expedition-prepared, fully-equipped 4WD vehicles, complete with comfortable, secure roof-tents. However, if all this still seems a little daunting, you can hire a Tanapa guide (who will carry their own camping equipment). Ask at the Tanapa office in Biharamulo. The drive from the park entrance to the campsite takes around three hours (more if you are stopping for the inevitable wildlife sightings), and an experienced guide with bush training can be the ideal mentor when you begin to wonder if the track is even passable.
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Shoebill stork | Silvia Truessel/shutterstock ©


BURIGI-CHATO TOURS

Burigi-Chato is still very much off the tourist radar, and unless you rent a 4WD and self-drive, it can be difficult to organise a visit. Bukoba Cross Culture Travel & Tours (@BukobaTours) can arrange guided 4WD safaris in the park, departing from either Bukoba or Mwanza. There’s a grass landing strip on the western shore of Lake Burigi but, for the time being, flying is not an option unless you arrange for a vehicle to meet you at the landing strip. Plans are under consideration for several high-level safari camps and lodges, but for the time being, Tanapa’s Biharamulo HQ can advise on transportation, arrange a guide and supply camping equipment (email bc@tanzaniaparks.go.tz).




GETTING AROUND

A ferry runs from Mwanza to Bukoba every Tuesday, Thursday and Sunday (departing at 9pm and taking almost 10 hours – including an hour’s stop at Kemondo). It sails in the return direction (leaving at 7.30pm) on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. VIP cabins accommodate two passengers, business-class cabins are for four, and economy class is seating only. Long-distance buses also connect Mwanza and Bukoba (about seven hours).

The shoreline road that links Mwanza with Bukoba passes through Biharamulo, where you’ll find the Tanapa office for Burigi-Chato National Park. Bukoba Cross Culture Travel & Tours can advise on travel and will arrange cost-effective safaris to Rubondo Island National Park and Burigi-Chato National Park. Fortes Africa can supply reliable 4WD rental vehicles or arrange guided safaris.





DODOMA & AROUND
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No other large cities lie within less than a six-hour drive of Dodoma, one of Africa’s most isolated capitals, and its surprising wealth of regional attractions are seemingly overlooked by travellers.

The late president, John Magufuli, did a lot to accelerate Dodoma’s role as a Tanzanian powerhouse but, as with other custom-made capitals (think Canberra and Brasilia), it has yet to shake off what feels like a certain small-town inertia.

Patriotic inhabitants like to affectionately refer to their home as ‘Dom City’, and while it does have the feeling of something of an outpost, there is a frontier attraction to the place. There are good restaurants, a smattering of historical sights, nightlife that Tanzanian hipsters rave about, and even a burgeoning wine industry. You might not want to plan an entire holiday around the bright lights of the capital, but you’re unlikely to regret deciding to fuel up for a ‘Dom City’ detour.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kondoa Rock-Art Site

SIGHTS

2Alko Vintages

3Anglican Cathedral

4Dodoma Roundabout

5Gaddhaffi Mosque

6Jamatkhana Mosque

7Lutheran Cathedral

8St Paul of the Cross Cathedral

9Tanzanian National Assembly

ACTIVITIES

10Swagaswaga Game Reserve

SLEEPING

11Swagaswaga Campsite

SHOPPING

12Sabasaba Market




TOP TIP

Dodoma has a lot of government buildings and plenty of embassies. Security can be tight, so be cautious of taking photos or loitering outside important-looking buildings.



A Bajaji Tour of Tanzania’s Capital

THE BIG-CITY VIBE BY TUK-TUK

Take a spin in a bajaji around the bright lights and city sights to see if you can pick up an elusive inkling of Dodoma’s bright future as a booming capital. The Bolt app works well in Dodoma, so just go online to order your first bajaji, and ask the driver to drop you outside the Tanzanian National Assembly (Bunge la Tanzania). The home of parliament, this great circular building – like an immensely oversized rondavel – is open to visitors during sessions (but you must have your passport with you to get in). Even if it’s closed, its worth a look from the outside – just restrain the urge to snap those selfies, since it’s a high-security area.

The wide avenues near the airport (custom-designed, presumably, to accommodate blue-light convoys of dignitaries and delegates) are not well-suited to pedestrians so – although it’s just over 1km – it’s better to hop in another bajaji for a ride to Sabasaba Market. Emerge anywhere at the western edge of the market and grab another bajaji to the Gaddhaffi Mosque. Funded by the Libyan dictator, this imposing pink building is one of East Africa’s biggest mosques, with a capacity of 4500 worshippers.

The huge St Paul of the Cross Cathedral, built in 1937, is also worth a visit for its Roman-style mosaics depicting numerous saints – most notably the Ugandan Martyrs. From here, head to the last stop on your bajaji tour – the iconic Dodoma Roundabout. The Tanzanian capital has long aspired to be cosmopolitan and multidenominational, and probably the best place to get a sense of this is near the roundabout. Here, you’ll find the domed Anglican Cathedral with its accompanying spire (which, for its dimensions and similarly domed roof, could better be described as a ‘minaret’). Looking like it was relocated straight from Arabia, the cathedral contrasts strangely with the neighbouring Jamatkhana Mosque, which, built in 1954, is of a British neoclassical architectural heritage that could have been imported direct from Knightsbridge.

Right next to the mosque, you’ll find the Lutheran Cathedral. Built in 1881, it is still the largest place of Lutheran worship in East Africa and is undoubtedly Dodoma’s finest example of modernist architecture.
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Dodoma market | Ulrich Doering/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BEYOND THE BRIGHT LIGHTS: SABASABA MARKET

You’re far beyond Dodoma’s pretentions to Ritz and glitz the moment you step into the tangled labyrinth of Sabasaba Market. You’re sure to get lost in this sprawling web of 1500 permanent stalls (and countless more itinerant vendors). But it’s a friendly and fascinating place to wander and, because it’s home to workers from all regions, it’s probably the best place in the city in which to snack on numerous imported delicacies from around the country. Look out for delicious deep-friend mandazi (triangular doughnuts), meat samosas and candy-like mabuyu (baobab seeds).



WHERE TO EAT IN DODOMA

Rainbow Pub

You might be far from the coast, but the dhows decorating this lively pub suggest otherwise. $$

Leone L’Africano

Italian-run, with a Tanzanian slant. The ‘Authentic Italian Pizza’ menu features a Maasai pizza. $$

New Dodoma Hotel

A hotel that's 120 years old and still serving some of Tanzania’s best curry. $
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NIGHTLIFE IN THE TANZANIAN CAPITAL

Club 7 Dodoma (open Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays until dawn) has its devotees as a weekend hangout, but Bambalaga Bar & Grill (which supposedly never closes and features live music and DJs) is widely touted by the cognoscenti as Dodoma’s best nightclub. If it’s more live music that you’re after, bands often play on the stage in the beer garden at Rainbow Pub (open daily until 2am).

There are plenty of bars in central Dodoma, and even some wine shops (you could hardly term them ‘wine bars’) – specifically in the Umoja Ave area. Look out for local blends like ‘Dompo’, a sweet red wine created from overripe grapes that has become particularly popular with Tanzanians.



MARKET SNACKS IN SABASABA

Mabuyu

Colourful baobab seeds coated in a tangy mixture of sugar, cinnamon, chilli and pepper.

Ndizi Kaanga

Fried plantains, sometimes with added sugar. Can also be grilled and served with onions and tomatoes.

Samosas

Irresistible fried pastry packed with vegetables and/or lamb. (Usually advertised as ‘veg’ and ‘non-veg’.)

Vineyard Tours of the East African Plains

CENTRAL TANZANIA’S FRUIT OF THE VINE

If any proof might be needed that Domiya Estate is Tanzania’s finest wine-producer, it might be found in the fact that the French Embassy recently moved its facilities into the little vineyard in the southern outskirts of Dodoma city.

While the dry, dusty surroundings – under the craggy outcrop of Imagi Hill – certainly bear a marked resemblance to Mediterranean landscapes, it is still a surprise to many that the Dodoma region has achieved a certain fame for red and white wines. Domiya Estate produces six different blends, and while they might not be taking French or Spanish markets by storm anytime soon, they are exported as far afield as China. The vineyard also has appealing accommodation, featuring an enticing pool and a restaurant (open to non-guests), which features regular wine-tasting soirees. Local wine buffs claim that before long, Tanzania will be producing its first bottles of champagne and exporting them to Europe.

While there is a field of vines at the estate, the bulk of the grapes is harvested from further afield in the local communities. If you want to see the vines being cultivated, a visit can be arranged to the vineyards of Cetawico (the Central Tanzania Wine Company), about an hour’s drive northeast of Dodoma, at around 1100m altitude, near the shores of Lake Hombolo.

Another Dodoma winery that offers vineyard tours and a wine-tasting experience (from Thursday to Saturday) is Alko Vintages. You can also sample its wines via the drinks trolley if you fly Air Tanzania.


SWAGASWAGA ROCK ART

Archaeologists believe that the craggy, cave-riddled landscape of Swagaswaga may hold untold mysteries. In 2018, researchers discovered more than 50 undocumented rock shelters, with extensive rock art that had remained relatively unseen prior to the discovery.

While some of the art may only be decades old, other examples reach back 3000 years. More than 200 rock shelters are decorated in red pigment (and, more rarely, in white), with images of people, animals, stars, moons, meteors and the traditional dances that are still part of Sandawe rituals today. In the Simboo Harvest Festival, for example, dancers enter a trance-like state in which they can jump on fire and, it is said, confront any wild animal without being harmed.



UNUSUAL SIGHTS IN SWAGASWAGA

Amak’hee 4

A recently discovered rock-art site shows dancing human figures with buffalo heads.

German Ruins

There are several hiking sights in Swagaswaga, including a route that passes WWI ruins at Githau.

Miombo Woodland

Savannah woodland that offers ideal habitats for greater and lesser kudu, roan antelopes and leopards.

A Historical Safari

WILDLIFE AND ROCK ART IN TANZANIA’S SECRET RESERVE

Swagaswaga Game Reserve reportedly takes its name from Arab slave-drivers – and, later, Somali cattle-herders – who used to yell ‘Swaga! Swaga!’ to hurry their charges through this wild section of predator-infested bush. So few people visit Swagaswaga that it can be difficult to even find the entrance. If self-driving, approach the park via the village of Chemba (just under two hours north of Dodoma), but it is worthwhile to continue for a further 20 minutes to Kolo, where local rangers can arrange permits and advise on accommodation in the reserve.

This 871-sq-km reserve offers accommodation at the public campsite in the park, and there’s a good chance of seeing most of the wildlife of the savannahs and forests, including elephants, giraffes, zebras, buffaloes and impalas. Leopards, lions and hyenas – while harder to spot – can sometimes be very vocal at night.

If accompanied by a ranger or guide, you can combine a trip here with visits to the Sandawe people – thanks to their ancient click-language, they are sometimes described locally as ‘Bushmen’. The Sandawe live these days from subsistence farming rather than through their traditional hunter–gatherer lifestyles, but they maintain their animist religion and vibrant festivals. It is assumed that the ancestors of the Sandawe were the artists who immortalised local lifestyles and wildlife in the rock art in the many sacred caves that are now protected within the boundaries of the reserve, and further north at Kondoa.


KONDOA’S BEST ROCK-ART COMPLEXES

Kolo Complex

Said to portray the transition from a hunter–gatherer to pastoralist lifestyle, with images of elephants and giraffes, and what are said to be pigs.

Pahi Complex

The artwork here – depicting humans, giraffes, kudus, elands and zebras – is illustrated in red but also (unusually) using black and white pigments.

Chora Complex

More inaccessible and, even by Kondoa’s standards, relatively unknown, this site is spectacular for millennia-old artwork that looks as if it might have been painted yesterday.



The Louvre of the Savannah

DEPICTIONS OF HUMANKIND’S NOMADIC ORIGINS

The Kondoa Rock-Art Site, inscribed on Unesco’s World Heritage List in 2006, spreads across 4984 sq km and is considered to be the most extensive display of rock art in East Africa.

So far, an incredible 480 rock shelters have been found in six complexes, but the area is yet to be completely surveyed, and it has been suggested that there might be as many as 1000 shelters. By comparison, Botswana’s Tsodilo Hills – the world-famous ‘Louvre of the Desert’ – has an estimated 500 sites. Helpful and informative guides at the ranger station in Kolo village can arrange permits and transportation and will advise on which complex is best suited to your timeframe, budget and energy level.

Some of the sites date back 40,000 years, and a few are still used today by the local Warangi community in tribal rituals devoted to rain-making, divining and healing. Worried experts at Unesco have noted that ‘in some of the rain-making rituals, animal fat and beer are thrown over the rock art paintings’.


GETTING AROUND

It should come as no surprise that Dodoma, the national capital, is well connected by public transport. It might surprise you (and would probably surprise the politicians too, if they didn’t fly in) that this city seems to be isolated from almost everywhere else in the country. A bus from Dar es Salaam is likely to take about eight hours to reach Dodoma, six if you come from Arusha, and even longer if you come from Mwanza.

A standard-gauge high-speed train is soon to connect Dodoma with Dar es Salaam (making the journey possible in two hours). Until then, flying is still the best option if you’re in a hurry.





BABATI & AROUND
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Babati’s location – at a junction connecting Dodoma, Arusha and Mwanza – has made it a Central Tanzanian hub. No matter where you travel in this part of the country, you’re likely to pass through Babati. While few travellers actually seem to stop here, Babati once hosted such gun-toting tourists as Ernest Hemingway and Bror von Blixen-Finecke (estranged husband of Baroness Blixen, author of Out of Africa).

One of Babati’s main drawcards these days is Kwaraa Mountain (2100m), which offers an easier alternative to Mt Hanang. The intrepid enjoy paddling dugout canoes among Lake Babati’s 200 hippos. Babati makes a great base for exploring the region, with Mt Hanang, Katesh, and its colourful market lying 70km southwest. This region is also fascinatingly diverse, as it’s home to the Maasai, the seminomadic Barabaig tribe, who arrived from the Nile Valley more than a thousand years ago, and the Sandawe, descendants of the San hunter–gatherers.
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TOP TIP

Babati’s large market takes place on the 17th and 26th of each month. Among the jostling livestock and vibrantly dressed crowds haggling over local produce, you’ll find beadwork jewellery, ornate baskets, hand-stitched leather goods, and mountains of kitenge and Maasai shuka.



Central Tanzania’s Self-Driving Route

A ROAD TRIP THROUGH TANZANIA’S HEARTLANDS

A 666km loop (quite an ominous length) circles the most exciting sights of Central Tanzania. It can be done in around four days, but allow a week or more if you want to take time for various archaeological, wildlife, cultural and trekking adventures. The roads are good and the route is well-connected by public transport if you prefer not to drive.

With Babati as a logical starting point, head south to Kondoa, just under a two-hour drive, to spend a morning checking out Africa’s second-greatest collection of ancient rock art. If time and budget allow, detour for a camping safari in Swagaswaga Game Reserve.

The road from Kondoa continues south to Dodoma, which you’ll reach in two hours. Enjoy the pool and wine-tasting at Domiya Estate, and spend an evening out on the town in ‘Dom City’. From Dodoma, head northeast for four hours, past Bahi and Lake Sulunga, to Singida. The Regency Resort occupies a perfect lakeside location and can arrange sunset boat tours on the beautiful Lake Singida.

From here, it’s just under a two-hour drive to Katesh, on the slopes of Mt Hanang. If the driving has left you with an urge to stretch your legs, take the opportunity to summit Mt Hanang (3417m). From Katesh, it will take an hour to complete the loop to Babati. Babati-based Kahembe Cultural Safaris arranges tours of the town, and Mt Hanang climbs.

This route can be accessed from Arusha in under three hours from Babati, or Mwanza, beginning at Singida but adding around seven hours to the driving time. Fortes Africa offers vehicle rental from Arusha and Mwanza.
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Mt Hanang | Halidtz, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


THE ETHNIC GROUPS OF CENTRAL TANZANIA

The ancestors of the seminomadic Barabaig tribe arrived in East Africa from the Nile Valley more than a thousand years ago. The name Barabaig means ‘Beaters of Sticks’ for the importance that they place on sticks, both for weapons and as percussion instruments.

The Sandawe (inheritors of one of the world’s oldest human DNA lineages) are descended from the San hunter–gatherers and speak with a unique click language.

Most of these groups have at one time shared a common enemy in the Maasai cattle-raiders. The Barabaig fled the Maasai to the slopes of Mt Hanang, and the marginalised Sandawe have had to forsake their nomadic lifestyle and turn to subsistence farming on the boundaries of the Swagaswaga Game Reserve.



LANGUAGES OF CENTRAL TANZANIA

Cushitic group

The related Iraqw, Gorowa and Burunge people speak Cushitic languages and originate in the Horn of Africa.

Bantu group

The Rangi and Gogo of Dodoma, along with the Mbugwe of Babati, are Bantu speakers.

Nilotic group

The Barabaig and their ancient enemies, the Maasai, speak Nilotic languages.

Climb Tanzania’s Fourth-Highest Mountain

MAJESTIC VIEWS OVER THE PLAINS

Mt Hanang (3417m) can be climbed in a single challenging day if you start walking around first light from the trailhead near Katesh town. If you’re relatively fit, expect to take five to six hours to reach the summit and another three to four hours to descend.

Since the summit often clouds over by midday, it’s preferable to climb it in two stages: leaving around midday from Katesh, you’ll reach the small plateau (at about 3000m) that serves as a base camp in about three hours. From there, it’s a 500m altitude gain to the summit, but don’t underestimate it – this climb will take another two hours, and even fit hikers are often surprised at how tough it is. Ideally, begin walking from base camp at first light so that you can make it to the peak of Tanzania’s fourth-highest peak shortly after sunrise.

Whichever way you do it, allow time to enjoy the view of the spectacular Rift Valley landscape, pockmarked with craters and depressions. To the northwest, you’ll see Lake Balangida and, to the south, the Mangati Plains. On a clear day, you can see beyond the gleaming ring of sunflower fields that surround Hanang, all the way to Mt Meru, and even as far as Kilimanjaro (over 250km away).

The mountain is central to the tribal homelands of the Barabaig people, and although the route up the mountain is relatively well-trodden, the rules stipulate that you can only climb with registered guides. Kahembe Cultural Safaris comes highly recommended.


CENTRAL TANZANIA’S BEST RURAL MARKET

The vibrant Katesh Mnada is a major social and trading event for the Barabaig of nearby Mt Hanang, as well as other local tribes, including the Maasai and Iraqw peoples. The great mnada (market) takes place on the 10th and 27th of each month, and it provides a reason not only for trade but also an excuse to dress up in tribal finery. All along the road on the way to market, you’ll see the red-robed Maasai moran (warriors), and the Barabaig women clad in their traditional goat-skins.

The most fascinating aspect of the mnada itself is the clamorous livestock market, where your ears will be assaulted by the sounds of traders haggling in over a dozen languages.




GETTING AROUND

Despite the fact that this area rarely sees foreign faces, it is surprisingly easy to find your way around the region. Public transport in the form of buses connects the major towns, and dalla-dalla run to outlying villages. Boda-boda are widely available, even in the smallest settlements, and bajaji serve as the main form of transport in larger communities. This area is also an ideal choice for self-driving, as the roads are good and distances are manageable.

Campsites are few and far between, but if you have a vehicle with a rooftop tent, bear in mind that service stations provide a secure and cost-effective emergency alternative. (They are frequently used as overnight stops by truckers who simply offer a small payment to the security guard on duty.)






Western Tanzania
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CHIMP-FILLED FORESTS BY THE LAKE

Like nowhere else in Tanzania, the country’s untouristed west is a real adventure, with dense rainforests, chimpanzees and wild parks you could have all to yourself.
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Hippos, Katavi National Park | GUENTERGUNI/GETTY IMAGES ©

Out west in Tanzania, life moves to a different rhythm. Yes, there are world-class attractions to draw you in. Gombe National Park is where Jane Goodall transformed our understanding of (and relationship with) wild animals. Mahale Mountains National Park has habituated chimps and dense rainforest rolling down to the shores of Lake Tanganyika. The lake itself is one of Tanzania’s true gems, while Katavi National Park is Serengeti-like in terms of wildlife, but without the crowds.

However, these attractions tell only part of the story of western Tanzania, which is a crossroads between East, Southern and Central Africa. This is the least touristed corner of the country, and you don’t have to stray far from the national parks and their gateway towns to fall off the tourist map and encounter a world unchanged in centuries. In this sense, western Tanzania is one of the best places to experience Tanzanian provincial life.

Travel out here can be difficult at the best of times. Boat – including an epic steamer journey aboard the M/V Liemba – is often the only way to get around. In the hinterland, especially during the wet season when many lodges in national parks close down for a few months, roads are either awful or nonexistent. But therein lies half the fun: this is African travel as it used to be and is all the more exciting for it.
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Chimpanzees, Gombe National Park | Anup Shah/getty images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

GOMBE NATIONAL PARK

Jane Goodall’s chimps.

LAKE TANGANYIKA

Livingstone, snorkelling and boat trips.

MAHALE MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK

Chimpanzees and wild beauty.

KATAVI NATIONAL PARK

The Serengeti for adventurers.



Find Your Way

Western Tanzania is a long way from anywhere: unless you have endless time, consider flying. Flying into (and between) the parks will also save time. Otherwise, expect to take ages to get anywhere by 4WD or boat.
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Plan Your Time

A visit to western Tanzania requires careful planning if you want to spend time with chimps, explore (and snorkel in) Lake Tanganyika, and discover the wildlife riches of Katavi.
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Ten-Day Chimp Journey

Begin in Kigoma, one of Tanganyika’s more accessible and rewarding lakeside towns, with short side trips to Ujiji and Katonga before heading into Gombe National Park for hikes through the forest and with chimps. If you have plenty of time, catch a boat to spectacular Mahale Mountains for more chimp encounters; otherwise flying is the best option.




Two Weeks Out West

Fly into Mahale Mountains National Park and experience this lost world of chimpanzees, rainforests and beautiful beaches. Take the M/V Liemba down along the lake's rarely visited southwestern shore, and perhaps go snorkelling at Kipili. From Kipili, take the delightful road through the Lakwe Game Reserve and on to Katavi National Park, one of East Africa’s most underrated parks.



Seasonal highlights

MARCH–MAY

March to May is the most challenging time to visit. Many lodges in national parks close, plains are underwater and tracks are impassable.

JUNE–AUGUST

The dry season begins in June. It’s the busiest time of year (especially in July and August), though still quiet by Tanzanian standards.

SEPTEMBER & OCTOBER

Expect fine weather and good trail conditions, although humidity is rising. Accommodation options increase.

NOVEMBER–FEBRUARY

It usually rains in November, but less than the March rainy season. December to February is dry, hot and humid.



GOMBE NATIONAL PARK
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There's nowhere like Gombe. When it comes to wildlife destinations in Africa, Gombe National Park (often called Gombe Stream National Park) belongs among the elite. This is Tanzania's smallest national park, but it's one of the best places in Africa to see chimpanzees. Thanks to the work of Jane Goodall, who arrived in 1960 to study Gombe's chimpanzees and never really left, the park's 100-plus chimps have been habituated to human beings, which means you can get up close and personal with some of our nearest relatives from the animal kingdom. It can be hot, sweaty work to find them, but the forest quest – serenaded by birdsong – offers rewards far out of proportion to the effort required to get there. Gombe’s backdrop, too, is something special: it feels more like Central Africa than the continent's east, with dense rainforest tumbling down to the sandy shores of Lake Tanganyika.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Gombe National Park

2Kasekela Research Centre

SIGHTS

3Jakobsen's (Mwamahunga) Beach

4Kigoma Port

5Livingstone Memorial Museum

SHOPPING

6Kigoma Market




TOP TIP

Visiting Gombe is possible year-round, but the drier months of June through October are easily the best time to be here. Try to avoid March and April, when the lodge is closed and rains can make walking the trails (and finding chimps) hard work.



Chimpanzee Tracking in Gombe

MEET CHIMPS IN THE FOREST

Time spent with the chimpanzees of Gombe is the real deal, and one of the best experiences you can have in East Africa.

Mandatory guides take you out into the forest from the Kasekela Research Centre, where Jane Goodall and her team began the project back in the 1960s. By habituating chimps to human contact, she dramatically deepened our understanding of the species. There's not much to see at the centre itself, although being at one of conservation's ground zeros is an unmistakeable thrill; chimpanzees were fed here until the practice was discontinued in the 1980s. Guides will happily show you around before or after your walk.

Sometimes, especially in the dry season, you might find one of the three habituated chimp groups within an hour of setting out. It can take much longer than this, even up to four hours, especially in the wet season when the chimpanzees roam further in their quest for food. And the further you go, the more difficult the terrain.

Still, the excitement of the quest rarely falters. With every step, and with each unidentified forest noise, you’ll find yourself paying attention to your surroundings like never before. And you’ll certainly see the chimps before hearing them, as you strain for a glimpse of the animals.

At first, you’ll be surprised by how relaxed they are in your company. But these family groups – the one nearest to Kasekela is nearly 50-strong – have been living in close proximity to researchers and tourists for decades. Sightings vary, but you can often get very close. When that happens, you’ll never want the moment to end.
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Chimpanzee, Gombe National Park | ANUP SHAH/GETTY IMAGES ©


MORE CHIMPANZEES

Mahale Mountains National Park, south of Gombe, offers another first-rate chimpanzee experience. It's more adventurous and harder to reach, but if you love chimps, none of that is likely to matter.



WHERE TO EAT IN KIGOMA

Sun City

Come here for the artsy vibe and rice and beans, then return on Sundays for Kigoma’s best chicken biryani. $

Kigoma Catering

At this popular place, the menu ranges across the country and beyond. Nothing special but a good feed. $

Coast View Resort

Book a table up on the gazebo for great sunset views. Stick around for dinner, which is a mix of local and Italian. $$


JANE GOODALL: FIND OUT MORE

Jane (2017)

National Geographic documentary pulled together from archival footage by director Brett Morgen, with an original score by Philip Glass.

Jane Goodall Institute

(janegoodall.org) An entry point into the world of Jane Goodall that tells her story and offers opportunities to work, volunteer and donate to ongoing chimp work.

My Life with the Chimpanzees (Jane Goodall; 1998)

Goodall’s accessible autobiography.

Hope for Animals & Their World – How Endangered Species Are Being Rescued from the Brink (Jane Goodall; 2010)

Fascinating insight into Goodall’s ongoing work and passions.



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND THE PARK

Green View Hotel

Spotless rooms, friendly staff and life-sized statues of African animals; located up the hill from downtown Kigoma. $

Jakobsen's Guesthouse

Cottages, tents and campsites on a clifftop above Jakobsen’s Beach. They can arrange kayaks and snorkelling gear. $

Gombe Forest Lodge

The only private lodge in the park is right by the water and has six wood-floored safari tents surrounded by forest. $$$

Relaxing in Lakeside Kigoma

STROLL THROUGH LAKESIDE HISTORY

One of western Tanzania’s largest towns, leafy Kigoma manages to be the gateway to Gombe National Park, a transport crossroads and an agreeably languid lakeside town all at the same time. Before you race off in search of chimpanzees, stick around long enough to experience a town where tourism is a sideshow.

Kigoma sprawls out across the hillsides and very little happens here in a hurry. You could easily spend a day by the deep-water port and in the main market, tracking down the buildings dating back to the German colonial era, and at Jakobsen’s (Mwamahunga) Beach. The latter has two small sandy coves, a forest that tumbles down to the lakeshore, and thieving baboons.


'DR LIVINGSTONE, I PRESUME?'

Ujiji is where explorer-journalist Henry Morton Stanley found the famous Scottish doctor, missionary and explorer, Dr Livingstone, in 1871 and is reported to have uttered the immortal words, ‘Dr Livingstone, I presume?’; Livingstone had been missing for six years at the time of the encounter. Ujiji’s Livingstone Memorial Museum and monument tells the story of the encounter. Thankfully, the museum doesn’t focus solely on the meeting of two wandering white men. It also recounts the horrors of the slave and ivory trades: Ujiji was where ancient caravan and sailing land routes came together, connecting the African interior with the coast. Knowing this gives a visit to Ujiji special poignancy.



Village Life in Katonga & Ujiji

FISHERFOLK AND VILLAGE MARKET

Two of western Tanzania's most interesting villages lie close to Kigoma. Make sure you allow time to visit both.

Time your arrival in Katonga, 10km southwest of Kigoma, to coincide with the return of the town’s 200-plus wooden boats. During the darkest half of the moon’s cycle, Katonga’s fishing fleet spends the night out on the lake fishing by lantern light; they return around 8am. Watching them haul in their catch in the morning light is one of the most rewarding things you can do out west.

Even closer to Kigoma (5km), tiny Ujiji is one of Africa’s oldest market villages. An hour or two spent down by the small dhow port (where wooden sailing boats are still built using traditional methods) could just be our favourite pastime anywhere along Lake Tanganyika’s shore.


GETTING AROUND

Gombe is 26km north of Kigoma and the only way there is by boat. At least one lake taxi to the park departs from Kibirizi village, north of Kigoma, around noon. Returning, it passes Kasekela as early as 7am. You can also hire boats at Kibirizi; this requires hard bargaining but the price will be a little cheaper than the charter options. You may have to pay in advance for petrol, but don’t pay the full amount until you’ve returned to Kigoma. It’s safer and more comfortable to arrange a charter with an established company. Organise it through the visitor information centre in Kigoma. Also ask your Gombe accommodation about transport options.

To get to Katonga or Ujiji, consider hiring a local taxi for the day or half-day.





LAKE TANGANYIKA
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Lake Tanganyika is the backdrop to so many memorable western Tanzanian experiences. This is true whether you’re watching chimps in the forests that rise up from the lakeshore, snorkelling off Kipili or hopping from one town to the next aboard the M/V Liemba. Apart from the natural beauty of its sunsets, the agreeable clamour of its ports and the timeless traditions of the fishing fleets setting out before dawn, the lake also marks an important geographical boundary. East of the lake is very much East Africa; on the western shore lie the Democratic Republic of Congo and the vast rainforest basin of Central Africa. This juxtaposition means that the Tanzanian shore has fascinating historical stories to tell of the explorers and the slave and trading caravan routes that once crisscrossed the continent. Best of all, there's a genuinely multicultural cast to the population here, more so than anywhere else in the country.
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Cichlid, Lake Tanganyika | Mattia Matarrese/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Don't try to rush travel in these parts – you'll end up frustrated. Everything takes a little longer out here and tourist infrastructure is minimal. Therein lies a part of the region's charm, so allow time for everything to happen in its own time.



Where Many Africas Meet

TRAVERSE AFRICA'S FAMOUS LAKE

Lakes tell stories, and Lake Tanganyika is no exception. Bordered by four countries (Tanzania, Democratic Republic of Congo, Burundi and Zambia), the lake is where Central, Southern and East Africa come together. The rainforests of the Congo Basin may spill over onto the Tanzanian shore, but the savannahs and plains of East Africa soon take over not far east of the lake. It’s a meeting point not only of two very different geographical worlds, but also an ancient crossroads where infamous slave-trading expeditions from the interior once met the caravans from the coast.

More than anywhere else in Tanzania, tourism plays second fiddle out here. How you experience it is different as a result. Once you get beyond Gombe or Mahale Mountains, the lake is all about fishing, white-sand beaches and cross-lake trade. The key is to wander into any port along the western lakeshore, and soak up the mix of languages and watch as Congolese or Burundian businessmen haggle with local market women as the fishing boats pull into shore.

The best way to experience this is on board the M/V Liemba. Every couple of weeks, the boat heads out from Kigoma near the northern end of the lake down to Mpulungu down south. Along the way it stops at tiny villages you’d have no hope of reaching by any other mode of transport. Each stop is Lake Tanganyika in microcosm, as small boats swarm around the steamer and locals try to sell their wares.
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LAKE TANGANYIKA BIODIVERSITY

Lake Tanganyika is one of Tanzania’s defining natural features, and it’s a treasure of biodiversity by any standards. This is the world’s longest (660km), second-deepest (more than 1436m) and second-largest (by volume) freshwater lake. At somewhere between nine and 13 million years old, it’s also one of the oldest. Thanks to its age and ecological isolation, it’s home to an exceptional number of endemic fish, including 98% of the 250-plus known species of cichlids. Cichlids are popular aquarium fish due to their bright colours, and they make Tanganyika an outstanding snorkelling and diving destination. Remember, however, that not all of the lake is bilharzia-free, so it's best to check locally before diving in.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND LAKE TANGANYIKA

St Bernard Kipili House

The mission runs a simple, quiet guesthouse with basic rooms; meals are available on demand (and for a little extra). $

Atupenda Guest House

Very simple rooms in Kasanga, with a friendly, obliging owner. Even so, probably not for solo women travellers. $

Lake Shore Lodge & Camp

Luxury beachfront chalets and cheaper garden bandas (thatched-roof huts) with lots of activities on offer. $$



BOAT TRIP
All Aboard the M/V Liemba

Travelling aboard the M/V Liemba from Kigoma, at the northern end of Lake Tanganyika, to Mpulungu (in Zambia) is one of Africa’s grand epics. It’s clamorous, sweaty and wonderfully colourful.
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M/V Liemba | DANIEL HAYDUK/STRINGER/GETTY IMAGES ©

1 Kigoma

The morning belongs to the small fishing boats coming and going from the port. Every second Wednesday at 4pm, it’s all about the M/V Liemba and its fortnightly departure down Lake Tanganyika. It’s the most cosmopolitan moment in town as Tanzanian, Burundian and Congolese traders clamour for spots on board and close last-minute deals on land, while small boats crowd around the steamer as people buy supplies from this moveable market. When the boat pulls away, Kigoma recedes and nature takes over.

The journey: You’ll only have a couple of hours of daylight before darkness falls. It’s an eight- to 10-hour trip to Lagosa, passing through Karago, Sigunga and Herembe along the way. You should pull into port between midnight and 2am.

2 Lagosa

Lagosa is home to a couple of hundred souls, but plenty more chickens and goats. There are no cars here, and no real roads connecting Lagosa to the rest of Tanzania. The only way here is by boat – either the M/V Liemba or water taxi. Few tourists remain on board after this stop, because most disembark on their way to Mahale Mountains. Go ashore to wander the village dirt roads. It’s lovely and quiet, with a few thatched-roof huts and a sprinkling of palm trees.

The journey: You’ll leave Lagosa in the inky darkness, and over the following hours, you’ll be dimly aware of sudden clamour as the boat pulls into Kibweza, Kalya and Ikola. At sunrise, fishing boats are out and about and the water turns pink.

3 Karema

Karema is the first almost-major lakeshore centre south of Mahale Mountains. It's quiet and oddly captivating, if only for the beauty of its Tanganyika shore. There’s been a Catholic mission station here since 1885; the compound was formerly a Belgian fort. Out here, it's about the journey and the pleasure of looking at the map and revelling in how far you are from the world's noise.

The journey: Between Karema and Kipili you’ll stop in at Kabwe, Kolongwe and Kilando. On the approach to Kipili, you’ll pass through one of the narrower stretches of lake: on a clear day, that’s the DRC you can see on the far shore.

4 Kipili

Another old mission station, decaying Kipili has a certain faded elegance with a hilltop mission and fine views over the lake. Out on the lake, there’s a real concentration of rocky islands where you can go diving and snorkelling. Like in all lakeshore towns along Lake Tanganyika’s southern reaches, there’s a wonderfully sleepy feel to Kipili and although it has more tourist infrastructure than most lakeshore towns, it’s still refreshingly free of hype and hassle.

The journey: You’ll pass between islands and down towards Kasanga, the last stop on the Tanzanian side of the border. It’s 538km from where you started in Kigoma.

5 Kasanga

Kasanga is one of those port towns where tourists are less a novelty and barely noticed by the locals. Its port has strong ties to the DRC and was once encumbered (by its German founders) with the name Bismarckburg; look for the ruins of the old boma (fortified living compound) at the tip of the peninsula, just behind the jetty (you can’t visit or photograph it as it’s now a military base). Right on the Tanzania–Zambia border, beautiful Kalambo Falls is not far south of town.



Hilltop Ruins & Underwater Marvels

SNORKEL THROUGH THE CICHLIDS

Of all the Lake Tanganyika towns along its southwestern shore, Kipili is where you’ll want to spend the most time. Yes, it’s a convenient stopover between Mahale Mountains and Katavi, and it’s a beautiful drive through the forest to get here. But Kipili is a destination in its own right.

Home to little more than 1500 souls, this delightfully sleepy place is centred on an old mission station. Climb to the hilltop ruins of the church (which was built in the 1880s); they’re 3km north of the village. The surrounding forest is slowly swallowing up the stone-and-brick ruins, but they remain surprisingly intact, especially the front facade and one of the side walls – enough to lend poignancy to this soulful place. Nearby, you can enjoy superb views of Lake Tanganyika and its many islands.

Those islands are important for another reason: their rocky shores and underwater substructure offer some of Tanzania’s best snorkelling and diving. There are some unusual underwater rock formations that any local guide can point out. But the real highlight is the chance to swim through clouds of colourful cichlids. Almost a quarter of the 2000 fish, plants and crustaceans that live in this extraordinarily rich freshwater ecosystem are found nowhere else on the planet; close to half of these are cichlids. Best of all, visibility is usually excellent.

The Lake Shore Lodge has all the necessary equipment, not to mention western Tanzania’s only PADI-certified dive school. Staff can point you in the right direction for snorkelling, or arrange day or half-day boat excursions that include diving or snorkelling and a picnic lunch.


TABORA FOR HISTORY BUFFS

Almost everyone who heads for Lake Tanganyika ends up in non-touristy Tabora (420km east of Kigoma) along the way – you'll probably change bus or train here, touch down to change planes, or even stay overnight as you wait for onward transport. Tabora was once an important way station along ancient caravan (and slave-trading) routes between Lake Tanganyika and the coast. If you have time, seek out Livingstone’s Tembe, a flat-roofed Arabic-style home built in 1857; it's where the renowned explorer stayed with Stanley on their way back home after their Ujiji encounter. Behind its high Zanzibari doors lies a museum with some of the great man’s letters, as well as information on the slave trade.




GETTING AROUND

Lake Tanganyika is wonderfully wild and untouristy, but that has its drawbacks: roads out here are generally poor and every mode of transport takes a long time to arrive. Getting around means travelling by boat (the M/V Liemba or lake taxis), overcrowded buses or trucks, and 4WD.





MAHALE MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK
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Visiting Mahale Mountains National Park is one of Africa’s great adventures. Because Mahale is difficult to reach, it receives very few visitors compared with Tanzania’s other parks, and even fewer than relatively quiet Gombe, the other major park in the west. Once you get here, it's a vast area almost entirely without roads. Mahale is known for being one of the best places to see primates (in this case, chimpanzees) anywhere in East Africa; it helps that when you see them, there will likely be many more chimps than fellow travellers. And this is one beautiful place, a remote realm where high mountains carpeted in dense rainforest tumble down to the shore of superb Lake Tanganyika. Only pristine white-sand beaches separate lake from forest. There aren’t many places to stay here, but they are all excellent, and wherever you stay you’ll feel like you’ve fallen off the map and landed somewhere pretty special.
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TOP TIP

Although the park is open year-round, it's best to avoid the rainy season (mid-March to mid-May) when it's too wet to enjoy it and most accommodation is closed. June through October are the easiest (driest) months for hiking up the steep slopes.



Among the Chimps

DRAW NEAR TO A CLOSE RELATIVE

Imagine yourself walking along a trail through dense forest. It’s been hard going, but the overarching forest canopy blocks out the sun’s heat, if not the humidity. It’s like being in some strange, riotous cathedral. All manner of unfamiliar smells and sounds assail you, and you wonder which of Mahale’s many bird species you’ve just heard. But what you’re listening for is any sign of chimpanzees. You peer into the vegetation, hoping that they’re already there, watching you. All of a sudden, a dark shape, or perhaps a number of them, emerges from the vegetation, bumps into you and then continues on their way as if you’re not even there. We’ve lost track of the number of times travellers told us about such an encounter with one of Mahale’s 1000 chimps, for whom the 10m keep-your-distance rule is routinely ignored.

Having worked so hard to reach Mahale, there is great wonder to be enjoyed in the forest. Mahale’s chimps have all grown up around people and most often they’ll appear completely unperturbed by your presence: find a place to rest and watch, and they’ll soon forget you’re even there. Savour every precious moment, because the chimps can disappear as fast as they came, off on their endless foraging for food elsewhere in the forest.

Guided walks in search of chimps begin from the tourist rest camp at Kasiha. The guides can usually locate a group of chimps within the first hour or two, but it can take much longer, especially outside the May-to-October dry season. If you’re travelling independently, you’ll need to make the arrangements for a guide and a departure time at the park entrance and headquarters at Bilenge, which is 10km north of Kasiha. If, on the other hand, you’re staying at one of the high-end camps and lodges, all the reservations should be included (and organised) as part of your overall package.


MAHALE ACTIVITIES

Wildlife Watching

Look for the red colobus, blue monkey, yellow baboon and red-tailed monkey that share the forest with the chimps.

Birdwatching

Birdwatchers have recorded more than 350 bird species in Mahale Mountains National Park; bring your binoculars.

Hiking

Trail possibilities are seemingly endless for those who love to trek through the forest. Make sure you take a guide.

Snorkelling

All accommodation places can provide you with (or rent out) snorkelling gear so you can explore beneath the lake’s surface.



WHERE TO STAY IN MAHALE MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK

Mango Tree Bandas

Forest bungalows 100m from the lakeshore at Kasiha. Chimp treks start from here. Bring your own supplies. $

Greystoke Mahale

Rooms hewn from old ship timbers and a clifftop bar perfect for sundowners. Open June to mid-March. $$$

Kungwe Beach Lodge

Low-key yet luxury camp; safari tents have four-poster beds and piping-hot showers. Open mid-May to mid-February. $$$
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Chimpanzee and park rangers, Mahale Mountains National Park | Ariadne Van Zandbergen/Alamy Stock Photo ©


VISITING THE CHIMPS: RULES OF THE FOREST

The main reason most people make the considerable effort to visit Mahale is to see chimps. Only one group of up to six people is allowed with the chimps at any one time. This means that you might have to wait several hundred metres back from the chimps before you get a turn. Each group is allowed only one hour a day with the chimps and this is strictly enforced (with calls of '10 minutes remaining', 'five minutes remaining').

Face masks (provided) must be worn at all times when in the presence of the chimps. Children under the age of 12 and anyone suffering from a cold, flu or other illness are not allowed to visit the chimps, as some have died in the past after they caught the flu from a park visitor.



BIRDS TO SPOT IN MAHALE MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK

Giant kingfisher

The largest kingfisher in Africa with a shaggy crest, a dagger-like black bill and fine white spots on black feathers.

Crested guineafowl

This rather comical-looking ground-foraging bird has a large body, a small head and a 'toupee' of black feathers.

Ross's turaco

A delightfully deep-blue bird with a bright yellow beak and red head crown and flight feathers.

Luxury in the Wild

THE ULTIMATE GETAWAY

It’s not often that we single out a lodge or a tented camp, but Greystoke Mahale, part of the Nomad Tanzania portfolio, is a special place. If you were to design a beach getaway that looks like it belongs in the wild, you’d design it something like this. The open-sided, thatched-roof main ‘building’ (with its fine-dining restaurant) sits unobtrusively on a stunning white-sand beach. On one side, dense rainforest of the deepest greens rises to the Mahale summits. On the other, Lake Tanganyika unfurls to the far horizon. Hidden away in the forest, and almost completely invisible from out on the lake, six bandas combine a rustic, part-of-the-forest feel with unmistakeable luxury. There’s lots to do here as well, from some of Mahale’s best guides taking you out to see the chimpanzees, to boat excursions (watch for hippos), forest hikes and massage and spa treatments. In fact, the whole time you’re here, keep pinching yourself to make sure life really can be this good.

[image: jpg]

Greystoke Mahale | Ariadne Van Zandbergen/Alamy Stock Photo ©


I LIVE HERE: HOW TO WATCH CHIMPANZEES
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Butati Nyundo, the lead guide at Greystoke Mahale, has worked with chimpanzees as a ranger and guide for nearly 12 years.

Best time of year?

My favourite time to be in Mahale is mid-August to January or February.

How long does it take to find the chimps?

It depends on food availability. It could be anywhere from 30 minutes to more than five hours.

How best to interact?

Always follow the instructions given by your guide. Suppress the urge to interact with chimpanzees like domestic or pet animals.

Watch or film?

Shooting or recording video clips reduces your field of view. It's more memorable to enjoy it with your own eyes and by speaking with the guide.




GETTING AROUND

Most travellers fly in to one of Mahale’s two luxury camps; each can organise the flights for an additional cost. A 4WD can only get here from Mpanda in the dry season (and maybe not even then). Otherwise, catch the M/V Liemba along Lake Tanganyika to Lugosa, then get a boat transfer to the park.





KATAVI NATIONAL PARK
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Welcome to the wild. Katavi is one of those parks that would be world-famous if it weren’t so far removed from well-worn safari trails. Instead, Serengeti National Park receives more visitors in a day than Katavi does all year. This means that if you make it out here, you’ll have it all to yourself.

Apart from its isolated location (which is a plus for many travellers), Katavi has all the necessary ingredients for being considered one of East Africa’s premier parks. It’s Tanzania’s third-largest park, it has interesting wildlife in abundance, and the accommodation is excellent across a range of budgets. For backpackers, it’s one of the cheapest and easiest parks to visit, if you’re willing to take the time and effort to get there.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Katavi National Park

2Lake Tanganyika

ACTIVITIES

3Katisunga Plain

4Kipili

5Lake Shore Lodge

SLEEPING

6Chada Katavi

7Katavi Wildlife Camp

8Riverside Camp




TOP TIP

The dry season, especially August to October, is the best time for seeing wildlife. It can be very wet from February to May, when getting around the park can be almost impossible and many top-end camps close. Then again, the wetter months are the best time for birdwatching.



Spotting Wildlife on the Savannah

SERENGETI WITHOUT THE CROWDS

It’s become something of a cliché to compare East African parks with extensive savannah grasslands to the gold-standard Serengeti. Most come up short, but Katavi deserves the accolade.

That's partly because of geography: at the heart of Katavi lies Katisunga Plain, an epic 425-sq-km grassy expanse. It’s also because Katavi – and Katisunga Plain in particular – is home to some really big herds of wildlife. And not just any wildlife. You can look forward to seeing lions, elephants, giraffes, buffaloes, zebras and all manner of gazelles; leopards and spotted hyenas are also possible. But the plain is best known as one of the top places in Africa to see the rare and much-sought-after roan and sable antelope, two of the most handsome of antelope species.

Around the fringes of the plain, light woodlands add a whole new tranche of habitats, while the water holes are often so full of hippos, it looks like you could walk across their backs to the other side without ever touching the water. Hippos are, of course, responsible for more human deaths than any other African animal, and crocs, too, lurk in these and similar waters – so no, we’re not serious.

These watery beasts come into their own in the wet season, from February to March, when Katisunga transforms into a giant series of floodplains and swamps. At this time of year, your range of areas to explore may be circumscribed, but bring your binoculars: the wet months are when most of Katavi’s 400-plus bird species were recorded. The wet season is the best time to see both resident birds and migratory species that have flown in (usually starting around November) from Europe and North Africa.
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Hippopotamuses, Katavi National Park | Palo Gajdos/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WHY I LOVE KATAVI NATIONAL PARK
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Anthony Ham, writer.

Drop me anywhere in Tanzania's west and I'd be happy, from remote lakeshores to forest trails where chimps live and play. But there's something about Katavi that speaks to western Tanzania's blank canvas for discovery. The combination of incredible wildlife, the absence of other travellers, and the big horizons of Katisunga Plain are like an echo of the past: this is what safaris used to be like. Scan the far horizon, watch shooting stars, and soak up the silence.



WHERE TO STAY IN KATAVI NATIONAL PARK

Riverside Camp

Above a hippo-filled river, this property is the place for independent budget travellers to organise their safari. $

Chada Katavi

A classic tented safari camp with superb facilities and good guides for walking safaris. $$$

Katavi Wildlife Camp

This excellent tented camp overlooks the Katisunga Plain – watch wildlife from the deck! $$$

Walking Safari

WALK ON THE WILD SIDE

You’ve heard all the warnings before. Stay in your vehicle. Never approach wild animals on foot. Walk around only when you’re in the safety of camp. Now forget everything you’ve learned, conquer your fear, and head for Katavi.

Katavi is one park where walking safaris are possible, either as short walks or on camping safaris where you trek from one camp to another with an armed guard. You’ll never be more aware of your surroundings than while on foot in lion or leopard country.

It’s worth remembering that you’re unlikely to see much wildlife: animals tend to steer clear of people on foot, which is why some top-end camps no longer offer walking safaris. Besides, you really don’t want to get too close to a family of elephants or a pride of lions without the protection of a vehicle. It’s more about the experience, and it’s one that everyone should try, if for no other reason than to get a better appreciation of what it must be like to be a participating part of Katavi’s food chain. There really is no feeling to compare with the frisson of excitement that comes from being on foot at that moment when the entire plain suddenly stops to try and see a lion that every animal knows is there but none can see.

Walking safaris must be booked through the park headquarters, although some accommodation places can make the arrangements for you.


TOP FIVE KATAVI WILDLIFE PRIZES

Lions on the Hunt

Hunting together using ambush techniques, the park's lion prides can bring down just about anything.

Sable Antelope

Near-mythical species from southern Africa with black-and-white facial markings and ribbed horns.

Honey Badger

Black-and-white creature with short legs and bushy tail; feared by larger predators for its ferocious ability to defend itself.

African Paradise Flycatcher

Cool name, even cooler bird in bright hues of blue and orange with an improbably long tail.

Pennant-Winged Nightjar

Spot this one and you'll be the envy of birdwatchers: they fly up before vehicles like night souls departing.




GETTING AROUND

Katavi is 35km southwest of Mpanda. To reach it, drive in or catch a bus from Mpanda or Sumbawanga; fly from Ruaha National Park or Arusha.

To explore Katavi, a 4WD is essential. If you fly in, your accommodation will almost certainly arrange your transport within the park. If you're driving, you'll likely already have a vehicle, which is just as well: there are very few places for independent travellers to source a vehicle in or around the park.






SOUTHERN HIGHLANDS
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WILDFLOWERS, MOUNTAIN HIKES AND WILDLIFE

Tanzania’s Southern Highlands cover a vast and incredibly diverse region. Expect wildlife-rich parks, mountain hiking, ancient rock art and the quiet charms of Lake Nyasa.
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The Southern Highlands are where East Africa meets the southern part of the continent, and it makes for some fascinating encounters. The wildlife in places like Ruaha National Park marks that transition zone, and the landscapes shift from eastern savannahs to miombo woodlands. As such, it’s one of Tanzania’s more diverse regions.

When it comes to wildlife, the Southern Highlands have nothing to envy the rest of the country. Ruaha and Mikumi are superb wildlife-watching destinations, while endemic bird species in the Kilombero Valley or the much sought-after kipunji monkey in Udzungwa (which has more primate species than any other Tanzanian park) and elsewhere add real depth to the big herds you’ll see on the floodplains of Ruaha and Mikumi.

Udzungwa Mountains are the centrepiece of one of the country’s best hiking regions, with more opportunities around Lake Nyasa and Mbeya. You can also snorkel or canoe Lake Nyasa, or simply relax on its gorgeous, low-key beaches. In fact, it’s around Lake Nyasa that you may most appreciate exploring the region. With as many ties across the border to Zambia or Malawi, the towns near the lake feel like a real cultural hotspot to go with the biodiversity hotspots elsewhere (such as Kitulo National Park with its orchids and other wildflowers). It’s a quietly charming, picturesque region of rolling hills, prehistoric rock art, lively markets and jacaranda-lined streets.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MIKUMI NATIONAL PARK

Wildlife and wilderness.

UDZUNGWA MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK

Hike biodiverse mountain forests.

RUAHA NATIONAL PARK

Epic wildlife and hands-on conservation.

Lake Nyasa

Lovely lakes and mountains.



Find Your Way

The Southern Highlands sprawl over a large area. Most attractions are accessible off the Tanzam Hwy or the Tazara Railway, which both run through the region on their way from Dar es Salaam to Zambia.
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Plan Your Time

Tanzania’s Southern Highlands require careful planning. Ruaha is a little removed from everywhere else, while the area around Lake Nyasa is a discrete region worth devoting some time to.
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Ten Days in the Big Three Parks

• Begin in Mikumi National Park, the most accessible park in Tanzania’s south, and spend a couple of days looking for wildlife on the Mkata Floodplain.

• A couple of day hikes in Udzungwa Mountains National Park, or perhaps the three-day Mwanihana Peak Trail, are the ideal ways to explore the Udzungwas.

• Save the best until last: spend as long as you can in Ruaha National Park, pausing in Iringa and its historical sites on the way. If you fly into the park’s airstrip, you can maximise your time here in the company of lions and elephants.




Seven Days at Lake Nyasa

• With a week at your disposal, you could begin at Matema at the northern tip of Lake Nyasa: stay long enough to canoe along the lakeshore, relax on the beach or in a beach bar, and visit the pottery market at nearby Lyulilo.

• Also enjoy the fun town of Tukuyu, then hike Mt Rungwe or Ngozi Peak, and trek through the hinterland of Mbeya as well.

•  And on no account miss Kitulo National Park, where you can enjoy the rare pleasure of going on an orchid safari.




Taking a Week to go Off the Beaten Track

• Start again in Mikumi National Park, and by all means spend time on the Mkata Floodplain. But leave the crowds behind and head into the remote southern reaches of the park for a true wilderness feel.

• Explore the backcountry of Udzungwa Mountains National Park on the six-day Luhombero Peak Trail which takes you to the Udzungwa summit. Not many travellers hike this national park, and very few of those who do, make it this far.

• Follow this with a few days exploring the Kilombero Valley.



Seasonal Highlights

The March-to-May rains are best avoided, but there are also positives; the July-to-October dry season is great for wildlife and summer wildflowers are a major highlight.

January

Kitulo National Park’s flower display is in full bloom, continuing to March; it’s also peak birdwatching season in Ruaha National Park.
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March

The start of the rainy season; some lodges close in Ruaha for a couple of months and some tracks may be impassable elsewhere.
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May

With the rainy season ending, the countryside should be wonderfully green. It’s low season in some accommodation, also into June.
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July

The dry season starts. July begins the best period for watching wildlife in Ruaha and Mikumi; also a good time for high-altitude hiking.
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August

The busiest time of the year in most of the region, but a good time to hike the Udzungwas; balmy beach conditions around Lake Nyasa.
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September

As the dry season wears on, animals congregate around remaining rivers and waterholes, making them easier to find and see. October is similar.
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November

Rains are possible. Migratory birds start to arrive from Europe and North Africa, especially in Ruaha and the Kilombero Valley.
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Mikumi National Park
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Mikumi National Park is Tanzania’s fourth-largest national park and if you plan your visit carefully, it can feel like one of the country’s best wilderness experiences. It’s a world of black hardwood trees, baobabs and grassy plains, all set within the vast basin formed by a ring of mountains: the Uluguru Mountains to the northeast, the Rubeho Mountains to the northwest and the Lumango Mountains to the southeast. The park’s Mkata Floodplain is also one of the best places to see wildlife anywhere in Tanzania’s south. As one of the most accessible parks from Dar es Salaam, Mikumi can get busy, especially during the June-to-October dry season, although the crowds are nothing compared to those on Tanzania’s northern safari circuit. Most people stop only for a day or two before moving on: stay a little longer and you can head deeper into the park and enjoy wildlife sightings all to yourself.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mkata Floodplain

SIGHTS

2Hippo Pool

3Malundwe

4Mwanambogo Dam

SLEEPING

5Mikumi Wildlife Camp

6Stanley’s Kopje

7Vuma Hills




TOP TIP

Apart from staying longer, the best way to avoid the crowds is to stay overnight within the park. Most hotels lie outside the park gate, in Mikumi Town, so while others are queueing to get into the park at sunrise, you’re already looking for wildlife at the best time of day.



Wildlife Spotting in the Mkata Floodplain

WILDLIFE CENTRAL IN TANZANIA’S SOUTH

In the north of the national park, northwest of the main road, the Mkata Floodplain is one of the richest wildlife terrains in East Africa. With distant purple mountains looming on the low horizon, it feels a little like the Serengeti in northern Tanzania or Kenya’s Masai Mara, except for one important detail: it’s very rarely crowded with safari vehicles. Best of all, Mikumi is known for its predators and big herds of buffaloes, wildebeest, giraffes, elephants and zebras; the longer your visit, the better your chances of seeing a respectable sampling of these.

Mikumi is an excellent year-round destination, although the Mkata is called a floodplain for a reason: there may be various places you simply can’t go during the wet season, especially in March and April. If you happen to be here near the end of the dry season (June to October), you’ll witness large wildlife herds gathering around the few remaining waterholes. Such a sight, repeated across the floodplain and around its perimeter, is one of Tanzania’s grandest natural spectacles. As the prey species come down to drink, which they increasingly must as temperatures rise and water sources dry out, the great predators – big cats, spotted hyenas, crocodiles and even endangered African wild dogs – are never far away. The result can be some incredible wildlife encounters between predator and prey in their eternal dance for survival.

If you only have time for one area to explore within the vast floodplain, make it the lovely Millennium area, which everyone calls ‘Little Serengeti’. It’s as if all of Mkata’s wildlife riches are concentrated in this magical and relatively small area. It is especially good for spotting buffaloes – often quite near the roadside – as well as giraffes, elephants, zebras and even rarer prizes such as eland, kudu and sable antelope.

For something a little busier (because it’s just northwest of the main entry gate, and every safari stops here at some point), there’s Hippo Pool. Here you can watch the bloated but lightning-fast hippopotamuses jostle for the best spot in the water. Hippo skin burns very easily, which is why they only leave the water to feed on land by night. Whenever a fight erupts, it’s a real clash of angry giants.
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THE BABOONS OF MIKUMI

Mikumi is an important educational and research centre. Among the projects being carried out is an ongoing field study of yellow baboons, which is one of a handful of long-term primate studies on the continent. In recent years, scientists have found that Mikumi’s baboons feed on a remarkable 180 different plant species within the park boundaries. Another study found that the yellow baboons have adapted to the presence of the Tanzam Hwy that runs through the park by concentrating their feeding elsewhere. These wide-ranging feeding habits and other evidence of the baboons’ adaptive intelligence are, of course, strong reasons why baboons are such a successful species, and one of the most common that you’ll see on safari.



WHERE TO STAY INSIDE THE PARK

Mikumi NP Campsites

The official park campsites are pretty basic with long-drop toilets, but they’re inside the park’s gate. $

Mikumi NP Special Campsites

Wilder and more remote than the standard ones, these campsites are real wilderness and must be pre-booked. $$

Mikumi Park Cottages

Simple bungalows inside the park. Beds have mosquito nets, and elephants sometimes wander through the garden. $$

The Mikumi Sundowner

TOAST THE SETTING SUN

It harks back to the earliest days of the African safari, to the time when hunters like Ernest Hemingway, Denys Finch-Hatton and Karen Blixen (aka Isak Dinesen) brought each safari day to a close with a sundowner. This was usually gin and tonic, enjoyed from a near-perfect vantage point as the sun sank below the horizon. The guns may have gone, but the sundowner remains one of the great traditions of safari life.

If you’re on an independent or self-drive safari, you’ll have to bring along your own drinks and find your own place from where to watch the sunset. Hippo Pool and Mikumi Wildlife Camp are both popular: you can stay until the last possible moment for making a dash to the park gate before it closes for the night, but truck noise can be a problem.

A good alternative, although you’ll need to leave a good 20 minutes before the sun’s final disappearance, is Mwanambogo Dam for magical last-hour-of-daylight views. Before attempting this, check that the park entrance due east of the dam is open for exiting.

If you’re travelling as part of an organised safari, you’re in for a different kind of treat. As the sun nears the horizon, you’ll be driven to a favourite local spot, a picnic blanket or Maasai shuka (blanket) will be spread out, and drinks and snacks will be brought out to be enjoyed in golden light. Bliss.
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BEST LODGES INSIDE MIKUMI

Vuma Hills

Elegant tented camp 7km south of the main road, in the southern section of the park. It has a decent restaurant, a swimming pool and great views. $$$

Stanley’s Kopje

This fine bush lodge is one of Mikumi’s quietest, away from the main road and perfect for the Mkata Floodplain. Good safari tents, views, a pool and a restaurant. $$$

Mikumi Wildlife Camp

Stay in a well-priced stone cottage ideally placed for exploring the park’s north. Elephants sometimes drink from the pool. $$$




More Serengeti-Like Plains

Katisunga Plain in Katavi National Park, out in Tanzania’s far west, is another floodplain-savannah region that is often likened to the Serengeti National Park.



WHERE TO STAY OUTSIDE THE PARK

Tan Swiss Lodge

Close to the main park gate in Mikumi Town, with a bar, pool, restaurant and bright modern rooms, as well as campsites. $

Camp Bastian

With campsites and cottages, a bar, restaurant and swimming pool, this is a good place to meet other travellers. $

Camp Angalia

A handful of well-priced safari tents set in woodland just south of the main road; good wildlife-watching nearby. $$

The Southern Wilderness

DISAPPEAR INTO MIKUMI’S WILD SOUTH

Mikumi’s safari scene is concentrated in the sections just north of the park entrance. Most visitors venture towards the Mkata Floodplain, which, thankfully, is large enough to absorb the crowds of safari vehicles as they disperse across the area.

For a genuine wilderness experience, the southern section of the park is easily your best choice. Mikumi’s south is contiguous with Nyerere National Park (formerly Selous Game Reserve), which is known for its big elephant and lion populations. Very few safaris head down along these lightly trafficked trails, and there’s a decidedly wild cast to the landscape: trails are more overgrown, it’s rare to hear or see other vehicles and there’s a real and palpable silence whenever you switch off the engine. Even the animals seem surprised to see you down here.

Unless you receive permission to camp, you’ll be limited in how far you can go, but Karage Hill or Malundwe (both marked on the maps handed out at the park gate) offer great views in the heart of some fine safari country.


RIDE THE TAZARA RAILWAY

The Tazara Railway is one of Africa’s grand epics, unfurling across the East African interior and down into the continent’s south. It begins in Dar es Salaam, passes south of Mikumi National Park and on through Nyerere National Park where passengers often see elephants, giraffes and zebras. It climbs up and over the Southern Highlands, stopping in Mbeya, before skirting the northern end of Lake Nyasa and continuing down into Zambia, to the town of Kapiri Mposhi, some 1860km after setting out. Departures from both Dar and Kapiri Mposhi occur on Tuesday and Friday, and although the trip is scheduled to take 36 hours, it often takes more than 50. There’s a restaurant car, 1st- and 2nd-class sleeper berths, and 3rd-class seating.




GETTING AROUND

If you just want to explore Mikumi in the main, northern area of the park, you could catch public transport to the main gate and arrange to be picked up by your accommodation; make sure your accommodation package includes wildlife drives.

For more extensive explorations, you’ll need a 4WD vehicle.





UDZUNGWA MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK
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Despite sitting close to Mikumi National Park and just off the well-travelled road between Mikumi and Dar es Salaam, Udzungwa Mountains see only a fraction of the visitors when compared to other Tanzanian parks. And that’s a pity. Towering over the Kilombero Plains 350km southwest of Dar es Salaam, the wild, lushly forested slopes of the Udzungwa Mountains are places of extraordinary biodiversity. Some of the best bits are protected as part of the 1900-sq-km Udzungwa Mountains National Park, which is, by some estimates, the park with the second-highest level of biodiversity in Africa. It’s an intriguingly offbeat destination for anyone botanically inclined or interested in remote hiking. In addition to unique plants, the park has an important portfolio of primates (10 species – more than any other Tanzanian park), as well as more than 400 different species of birds.
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SIGHTS

1Sanje Falls

ACTIVITIES

2Luhombero Peak

3Msosa Ranger Post

4Mwanihana Peak

5Rumemo Ranger Post




TOP TIP

To reach Udzungwa, drive or take the bus from the Tanzam Hwy to Mang’ula or take the train from Dar es Salaam. Mang’ula has a tiny market near the train station, and another to the north. Bring in all equipment (including trail snacks and waterproof gear). Stock up on major items in Dar es Salaam or Morogoro.



Udzungwa Day Hikes

A SHORT WALK THROUGH THE MOUNTAINS

There are no roads in Udzungwa – the only way to get around are the trails scythed through the forest by park authorities or ancient, barely discernible forest tracks used by wildlife and by locals as they crossed these mountains. That makes hiking here a little more adventurous but also adds to the fun: if you’re on a safari where you spend a lot of time in vehicles, here’s your chance to stretch your legs.

The first time you leave behind an Udzungwa hiking trailhead and step behind the wall of forest, it can feel like the wall of trees closes behind you and you’ve entered another world. As your eyes adjust to the relative gloom (in really dense sections of forest, less than 10% of the sunlight reaches the forest floor), you’ll suddenly become aware of the birdsong and insects and other forest sounds.

Of all the day hikes, the most popular route is the short (three to five hours), steep circuit from Sanje village, 10km north of Mang’ula to the wonderful Sanje Falls. Watch for Sanje crested mangabeys and red duikers on the trail in. The falls cascade down in tiers; at the base of each is a clear natural pool or series of pools which are ideal for swimming. The largest drop is a dramatic 170m, and is well worth the walk to get here. Note that the park charges US$20 one-way per person for transfers between Mang’ula and the Sanje Falls trailhead.

There are several shorter day trails on the park’s western side, including in the baobab-studded northwestern corner of the park around Msosa Ranger Post.


WILDLIFE OF THE UDZUNGWAS

The Udzungwa Mountains are a primate biodiversity hot spot. The park’s 10 species include two endemic species (the Udzungwa or Iringa red colobus, and the Sanje mangabey) and the near-endemic kipunji monkey. New bird species were also still being found here relatively recently. The Udzungwa forest partridge was discovered in 1991 after scientists noticed an unidentified pair of feet protruding from a local cooking pot. The park shelters six species of galagos or bushbabies, plus the grey-faced sengi (a species of elephant shrew). There are also elephants, buffaloes, leopards, hippos and crocodiles, although these – particularly hippos and crocodiles – are primarily in the park’s southwest and seldom seen.



WHERE TO STAY IN UDZUNGWA MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK

Crocodile Camp

Stay in simple bungalows or camp under the trees. The riverside location is good for canoeing and hiking. $

Udzungwa Twiga Hotel

Beneath the mountains and surrounded by forest, with tidy rooms and a restaurant. Run by the park authorities. $$

Hondo Hondo (Udzungwa Forest Camp)

Sits 2km north of the park headquarters; has safari tents, bungalows and campsites. $$$

Multiday Hikes in the Udzungwas

TREK FOR DAYS THROUGH THE FOREST

If you have the time for a longer hike, a multiday trek through the Udzungwas could be just the thing. The going can be tough in parts: those trails that do exist are often muddy, steep, humid and densely overgrown. Infrastructure is rudimentary and you’ll need to have your own tent and do your hiking accompanied by a guide (US$20 per group per day). In wildlife areas you’ll need to be accompanied by an armed ranger (US$20 per group per day). Porter fees range between Tsh5000 and Tsh15,000 per day, depending on the trail.

But what an adventure you’ll have. The nighttime symphony of forest insects, the rushing of streams and waterfalls and the views down over the plains more than compensate for any logistical challenges. Plus, relatively few travellers come this way and you’ll often have trails to yourself.

The Mwanihana Peak Trail (38km) is the most rewarding, and a good introduction to the Udzungwas. This walk is a three-day, two-night (or two long days if you’re fit) hike up through the forest to Mwanihana Peak (2080m), the park’s second-highest point. Your reward is fabulous views.

If you can add a couple of extra days, the five-day Lumemo (Rumemo) Trail (64km) runs from Mang’ula along the Rumemo River to Rumemo Ranger Post. The ranger post is connected by a dirt track to Ifakara, about 25km further south.

For an even longer trek, the challenging six-day Luhombero Peak Trail goes from Udekwa (on the park’s western side) to Luhombero Peak (2579m), the highest point in the Udzungwas. Book well in advance; it’s closed during the March-to-May rainy season.


THE ELUSIVE KIPUNJI MONKEY

In 2004, news broke that a monkey species previously unknown to science had been hiding in plain sight. The kipunji or highland mangabey was first discovered by Western scientists in 2003 and 2004, when separate teams from the University of Georgia, Wildlife Conservation Society and Conservation International all found and described the monkey. And yet, of course, the local Nyakyusa people already knew about the kipunji: it populated their ancient myths, and they had told scientists of the monkey’s existence but were not always believed. The kipunji monkey actually inhabits an arc of forest across the Southern Highlands, stretching from Udzungwa Mountains all the way down to Kitulo National Park.




GETTING AROUND

There are very few roads through the national park, but you could travel to Mang’ula by bus or train and arrange for transport to where you’re staying through your accommodation. Once at the park, arrange for transport to the trekking trailhead through your accommodation.





RUAHA NATIONAL PARK
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Ruaha National Park is one of our favourite parks anywhere in East Africa. Both stirring in the sheer number of animals that it shelters and deliciously remote, Ruaha is certainly among Tanzania’s elite wilderness destinations. By Tanzanian standards, it’s second only in size to Nyerere National Park, and although it’s larger than the Serengeti, it has relatively few tented camps and lodges and sees far fewer visitors than the more famous northern park. In many ways, it’s also the Serengeti’s match when it comes to wildlife.

Ruaha forms the core of a wild extended ecosystem covering about 40,000 sq km of striking topography that’s home to Tanzania’s largest elephant population, estimated at 12,000 to 15,000. It’s also widely considered one of the best places in East Africa to see large lion prides and even roaming packs of the endangered African wild dog.

With opportunities also for cultural encounters and hands-on conservation, Ruaha really has it all.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Great Ruaha River

2Ruaha National Park

SIGHTS

3Msembe

4Mwagusi Safari Camp

5Usangu Expedition Camp




TOP TIP

Ruaha is best during the dry season (May or June to October). At other times, there are fewer visitors (and more birds, from November to March) in the park. But getting around can be problematic, especially during March and April, when some lodges and tented camps are closed.



Explore Wild Ruaha

WHERE EAST AFRICA MEETS THE SOUTH

Ruaha’s vast territory feels wild and it’s not just the wildlife that does that to you. Ruaha is one of very few places where you can enjoy the distinctive terrain of both East Africa and Southern Africa: it straddles a transition zone between eastern savannah lands and the miombo woodlands more common further south. This means there’s a chance to see a mix of plant and animal species from both regions.

Much of the park is undulating plateau averaging about 900m in height with occasional rocky outcrops and stands of baobabs. Mountains in the south and west reach to about 1600m and 1900m respectively.

The best place to experience the park is along the Great Ruaha River. The riverbanks, which stretch for miles through the park, draw predator and prey alike and they’re excellent places to begin your explorations at any time of the year. But the river really becomes more important as the lifeblood of the park and its animals, the longer the dry season (Juen to October) progresses. From September, especially the second half of the month and certainly into October, water holes and seasonal rivers all across Ruaha are drying out, just as daytime temperatures are rising. It’s a difficult time for animals here, and prey species have no choice but to draw near to the river. Predators know this and lie in wait. Running through the park are several ‘sand’ rivers, most of which dry up during the dry season, when they are used by wildlife as corridors to reach areas where water remains. It’s tough for those lower down the food chain, but a fabulous time to be here on safari.

One of the most fruitful regions for seeing wildlife is the circuit that runs northeast along the river, following the riverbanks, before turning inwards towards the area around Mwagusi Safari Camp. Sightings of hippos, crocodiles and elephants are almost guaranteed in this area. There’s also a good chance of seeing giraffes, zebras and buffaloes, as well as less common prizes such as the extravagantly horned greater kudus, lesser kudus, Grant’s gazelles, and sable and roan antelope. Bat-eared foxes and jackals are common around the Msembe area. Try not to miss sunrise and sunset, when the large rocks dotting the river’s channel are illuminated and the bordering vegetation and flatlands come alive.

Ruaha has a fairly full suite of predators, with two main prizes. The park can’t quite match the Serengeti for overall lion numbers, but there are some really big prides here. The bigger the pride, the better your chances of seeing them bring down an adult buffalo or even a giraffe. The area just north of the river towards Mwagusi is a good bet for seeing lions.

Of the other big cats, cheetahs and leopards are present, but more elusive. The cheetahs’ true terrain is the open savannah grasslands, where long sightlines play to their strengths of excellent eyesight and lightning speed. Leopards can be difficult to see and they tend to stick to riverine woodlands. Scan the horizontal branches of riverside trees and remember that leopards are masters of camouflage and stealth: they’ll surely see you before you see them. Hyenas are rare in Ruaha, as are African wild dogs, but the latter will really make your safari if you see them.

Although the area around the camps on the eastern side of the park fills up during the June-to-October high (and dry) season, remember that Ruaha receives relatively few visitors in comparison with the northern parks. Large sections are unexplored, and for much of the year you’re likely to have them to yourself. Whenever you visit, set aside as much time as you can spare; it’s not a place to be explored on a quick in-and-out trip.


WHY I LOVE RUAHA
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Anthony Ham, writer.

Ruaha just feels wild. This is one of East Africa’s premier wildlife parks, but it gets very few visitors. In the dry season, it’s a magical, parched world of towering baobabs and elephants, of big prides of lions, of scenery that speaks to something primeval. But even better than all of this is the serious conservation work being done to help wildlife coexist with people, and the pioneering opportunities that exist here to make a difference not just through your money, but by getting involved. Expect more parks to follow suit, but for now, Ruaha really does offer something quite special.



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND RUAHA NATIONAL PARK

Chogela Campsite

Excellent budget option with cooking-dining area, hot-water showers and safari-style tents 34km from the park gate. $

Tungamalenga Lodge & Campsite

This place, 15km from the park gate, has a small camping area, tidy rooms and a restaurant. $

Ruaha Park Bandas & Cottages

Ruaha’s park bandas have shared or private bathrooms, in a riverside setting. Meals can be arranged or cooked yourself. $

Ruaha Park Main Public Campsite

The main campsite (with basic facilities) is by the river near the park headquarters. $

Ruaha Hilltop Lodge

Friendly no-frills lodge with a fine hilltop perch, with wide views and simple two-person cement bandas. $$

Kigelia Ruaha

Gloriously sited riverside tented camp with luxurious tents in a prime wildlife-viewing area of the park. $$$


AFRICAN WILD DOGS

With fewer than 7000 African wild dogs (also called painted dogs) left in existence, every sighting of this charismatic creature feels precious. Ruaha is one of few parks in East Africa which is large enough to shelter a permanent population of African wild dogs. Seeing them can be a question of chance, unless one of the local guides or safari camps has located a den to which the pack (with usually between seven and 15 members) returns at the end of each day.

African wild dogs are one of Africa’s most skilled hunters – they have a hunting success rate of 80% which is significantly higher than any of the big cats – and seeing them in full flight is truly one of nature’s great spectacles.



Cultural Encounters in Ruaha

MEET THE MAASAI

There is a tendency on some safaris to focus entirely on the animals that you might see, and wildlife is indeed a wonderful focal point for your exploration of Ruaha and the wider Southern Highlands region. But the human cultural terrain here is just as fascinating, and a day tour with the Ruaha Cultural Tourism Program (facebook .com/ MahoveCulturalTours) opens a window onto local Maasai life in a refreshingly low-key, untouristy manner. You’ll spend time in a Maasai village or boma (fortified living compound), where it might also be possible to sleep overnight: listening for lions in the night and waking to the sound of cattle and camp life stirring before dawn are experiences you’ll never forget. The tours include everything from cooking lessons and traditional dance performances to nature walks and sessions on natural medicines. It’s genuinely immersive in a way that few cultural encounters in Tanzania’s south manage.


LION DEFENDERS

Ruaha lies in the heart of Barabaig country. Like the Maasai, whose traditional lands border the Barabaig homeland to the north, the Barabaig (of whom there are perhaps 50,000 in Tanzania), are a herding people. They live in an area with large lion populations, and they have traditional hunted lions whenever the latter killed their cattle. Among young Barabaig men, the spearing of a lion carries great cultural significance, earning much prestige for those who kill lions in combat. Building on the Lion Guardians (lionguardians.org) project among the Maasai in southern Kenya, the Ruaha Carnivore Project (ruahacarnivoreproject.com) oversees the Lion Defenders, whereby young Barabaig men now protect the lions they once killed while also helping to protect their community’s cattle from lions.



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND RUAHA NATIONAL PARK

Usangu Expedition Camp

Style meets substance here, with outstanding tented accommodation and local conservation projects. $$$

Mdonya Old River Camp

Relaxed tented camp, with 12 tents on the banks of the Mdonya Sand River. $$$

Mwagusi Safari Camp

Highly regarded 16-bed owner-managed camp on the Mwagusi Sand River, 20km inside the park gate. $$$

Ruaha River Lodge

Unpretentious, beautifully sited lodge with stone cottages that overlook the river, and a treetop-level bar-terrace. $$$

Tandala Tented Camp

Lovely Tandala sits just outside the park boundary, 12km from the gate, with raised tents, a pool and a bush feel. $$$

Ikuka Safari Camp

Expect fabulous views from the lovely rooms on stilts, excellent meals, a pool and great service at Ikuka. $$$

Take Part in Hands-On Conservation

MAKE A DIFFERENCE ON SAFARI

The prevailing model for making a meaningful contribution while on safari has meant hoping that the proceeds of your stay helped to support conservation programs that you may or may not see in action. That remains an important way to make a difference for local communities and wildlife populations as a result of your visit.

But that is slowly starting to change. Asilia Africa (asiliaafrica.com) has long been one of the most ecofriendly and sustainable of East Africa’s safari operators. For example, their 4WD safari vehicles run on molasses, recycling is taken seriously, solar energy provides much of the power used in each camp, and local communities lie at the heart of everything they do. Remarkably, they even kept their camps open across the region throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, thereby insulating their local staff from the catastrophic job losses that swept through the safari industry in 2020 and 2021.

Added to this is an innovative approach, based on the principles of what they call ‘citizen science travel’, to involve their guests in the important scientific work being carried out in the region. At Asilia’s Usangu Expedition Camp, which only opens in Ruaha from June to November, guests at the camp help researchers at the neighbouring Douglas Bell Eco Research Station by setting up camera traps, interpreting camera-trap images (including matching IDs for known lions to information held in the station’s database), and accompanying the scientists in tracking lions in vehicles and on foot with radio receivers. The camp and researchers also allow you to add your photos of lions, leopards, African wild dogs and other predators to the database or photo library, thereby contributing to the important work of monitoring Ruaha’s wildlife populations, a process that plays a vital role in their conservation.

Having begun the project in mid-2022, Asilia planned at the time of writing to offer a similar experience in their new camp in Nyerere National Park, and possibly elsewhere. Let’s hope the idea catches on – it really is a wonderful way to add a whole new level of conservation depth to your safari experience.
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Mwagusi Safari Camp | AGEFOTOSTOCK/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


TOP FIVE RUAHA WILDLIFE PRIZES

Large lion prides

It’s not unusual to see 20 or more lions of the same family together – a truly awesome sight.

African wild dog

Whether it’s pups playing back at the den or adults on the hunt, they’re hard to take your eyes off.

Sable antelope

Unusually black (and oh-so-handsome) antelope with glorious, scimitar-like horns.

Roan antelope

Elusive, horse-like antelope with a face painted like it’s ready for war.

Greater kudu

Little wonder this graceful large antelope was hunted mercilessly for its magnificent horns.



Birdwatching in Ruaha

UNLEASH YOUR INNER BIRDER

More than 450 bird species have been recorded in Ruaha National Park, making it one of the best places for birdwatching in Tanzania. There are always plenty of wading birds in the shallows of the Great Ruaha River, and birds like the ostrich are a stunning sight throughout the year.

All the talk of Ruaha marking a transition zone between East and Southern Africa takes on special meaning with the birds: you’ll want to carry with you field guides from both regions to help with identification. In addition to all the species that are commonly seen from other Tanzanian parks, there’s a good chance of spotting species like the crested barbet, whose persistent trilling is a characteristic sound of the southern bush. And to make things even more interesting, Ruaha also hosts several endemic species that are otherwise restricted to Central Tanzania.

If you’re a serious birdwatcher, you’ll want to visit the park sometime between November (when hundreds of thousands of migratory birds arrive in the park and its surroundings from Europe and North Africa to overwinter under the warmer African sun) and March (when they start to leave). By March and April, rains can turn many trails to quagmires and some camps close, so January or February can be a good (if really hot) choice.
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Lilac-breasted roller, Ruaha National Park | Pascal RATEAU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


IRINGA SAFARI OPERATORS

Bateleur Safaris & Tours

This efficient and welcoming locally run operation creates tailor-made trips to Ruaha and Mikumi National Parks, as well as shorter excursions to Igeleke Rock and elsewhere.

Chabo Africa Safari

Good for Ruaha safaris and local excursions such as the Igeleke Rock, but they also range all across Tanzania.

Tatanca Safaris & Tours

Another good local operator that specialises in Ruaha and beyond.




GETTING AROUND

The only way to get around Ruaha National Park is in a 4WD vehicle. This could be a rented self-drive car or a rental vehicle that comes with a driver. You can rent 4WD vehicles in Iringa and elsewhere around the country.

If you’re flying into Ruaha on an all-inclusive package or as part of a longer safari tour, you’ll be picked up at the airstrip by a representative of the lodge or tour company and all transfers and guided wildlife drives are likely to be included as part of your visit or tour.






Beyond Ruaha National Park
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Apart from the Kilombero Valley, a world-class wetland beloved by birdwatchers, it’s a step sideways from the usual wildlife safari fare.


Iringa is one of our favourite towns anywhere in Tanzania, combining location with a genuinely intriguing historical story. Here, and at nearby Isimila, rock art and archaeological relics tell of ancient civilisations and a human past filled with drama. You might encounter a handful of other travellers, especially in Iringa, as they make their way between Mikumi or Nyerere national parks and Ruaha or Lake Nyasa. But most travellers fly into Ruaha and then fly onto wherever they’re headed next, leaving unexplored a region that looks like the rest of Tanzania must have appeared before the tourists began arriving in large numbers. Don’t make the same mistake.
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Gangilonga Rock, Iringa | Paul Tickner/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

The best way to explore is in a 4WD. Away from the Tanzam Hwy, roads can be in poor condition when it’s wet, especially March to May.



Rock Art & Urban Charm in Iringa

ROCK ART AT ALTITUDE

High on a cliff overlooking the valley of the Little Ruaha River, at a cool altitude of 1600m, Iringa is an extremely likeable place. As the main gateway for Ruaha National Park – Iringa is 115km, or a two-hour drive from Ruaha – it sees a few tourists, and its congested main street has its share of hustlers and hawkers offering to make themselves indispensable. It’s worth persisting in the covered market where the clientele is predominantly local; handmade baskets are recurring themes.

Just a few streets away, a calmer atmosphere reigns and you can enjoy the attractive bluff-top setting, healthy climate and bracing highland feel. Keep an eye out for a handful of colonial-era buildings from the time when the Germans built up Iringa in the late 19th century as a bastion against the local Hehe people. One such example is Iringa Boma, an excellent EU-funded museum housed in a 1900 German colonial building. Artfully displayed objects, including an embroidered chief’s robe, wooden ceremonial stool and gleaming calabashes, are illuminated by extended captions exploring the ancient and colonial history of the area, tribal traditions and clothing and nearby attractions.

Also worth seeking out is Neema Crafts, an acclaimed vocational training centre for young deaf and disabled people. Operated by the Anglican church, it sells paper and cards made from elephant dung, jewellery, quilts, clothing, batiks and more. Behind the craft shop is a weaving workshop, and adjoining is a popular cafe and guesthouse. Free workshop tours form part of the centre’s remit to change perceptions of people with disabilities. Volunteer opportunities are occasionally available.

Ask here also for directions to Gangilonga Rock for great views; during the colonial era, Gangilonga (which means ‘talking stone’ in Hehe) was where Chief Mkwawa meditated and learned that the Germans were after him, and where his scouts used their local knowledge to the chief’s advantage and kept an eye on German troop movements.

Also on the edge of town, the rock art of Igeleke is a large prehistoric frieze at a spectacular site just west of the Dodoma road. The ochre drawings depict human figures, an elephant, jumping eland and giraffe hiding in long grass. It’s an easy and worthwhile excursion from town involving a short but steep walk from the car park. A guide can be arranged on site or in advance with Iringa-based tour operators.


IRINGA LANDMARKS

Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery

At the eastern edge of town, this tranquil and well-tended cemetery contains the graves of the deceased from both world wars.

Ismaili Mosque

This unique German-built mosque is a visual highlight of Iringa’s colonial centre – it was built in 1932 but looks like a medieval European town hall.

Maji Maji Uprising Monument

The rugged stone obelisk, commemorating those who died in the Maji Maji Uprising between 1905 and 1907, is a counterpoint to the colonial architectural dominance.




MORE ROCK ART

If you’re feeling inspired by the rock art of Igeleke, you should on no account miss the remarkable, Unesco World Heritage–listed Kondoa Rock Art Site, near Kondoa and north of Dodoma.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND RUAHA NATIONAL PARK

Iringa Sunset Hotel

Iringa Sunset has attractive stone bandas, wooden chalets and incredible sunset views (especially from the bar). $

Kisolanza – Old Farm House

This gracious 1930s homestead, 50km southwest of Iringa, has stunning accommodation and outstanding cuisine. $$

Mufindi Highlands Lodge

This lovely lodge, 45km south of Mafinga, occupies landscaped gardens and offers family-style meals. $$$

Go Back in Time at Isimila Stone Age Site

RETURN TO THE STONE AGE

The otherworldly Isimila Stone Age Site, 136km by road from Ruaha, is worth visiting for the scenery alone. The main site is a dramatic landscape of eroded sandstone pillars that take on a distinctive reddish hue at sunrise and sunset. Especially from a distance, it looks like an improbable city of skyscrapers, and it’s only up close that its entirely natural origins become apparent.

In the process of eroding down through the millennia, the earth has revealed a treasure trove of secrets. Beginning in the late 1950s, archaeologists have unearthed one of the most significant Stone Age finds ever identified. Tools discovered at the site – hammerstones, axeheads, flints and scrapers – are estimated to be between 60,000 and 100,000 years old. They tell the story of a time when this fertile region with natural shelters and natural fortresses protected a thriving hunting-and-gathering society.

The main pillar area is accessed via a walk down into a steep valley (about one hour round-trip), for which you’ll need a guide; you can arrange one at the gate. Plan to visit in the early morning or late afternoon, when temperatures are bearable. There’s also a covered picnic area (bring your own food).

The site has a small museum with well-captioned displays highlighting some of the discoveries. The dusty museum also has an excellent small shop selling colourful men’s shirts and a few other items.

Isimila is signposted off the Iringa–Mbeya road to the left, about 21km southwest of Iringa.
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Isimila Stone Age Site | Sarah Bastianello/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


CHIEF MKWAWA

Mtwa (Chief) Mkwawa, chief of the Hehe and one of German colonialism’s most vociferous resisters, is a legendary figure in Tanzanian history. He is particularly revered in Iringa, near which he had his headquarters. Under Mkwawa’s leadership during the second half of the 19th century, the Hehe became one of the most powerful tribes in central Tanzania. In 1891, after Mkwawa rejected several negotiation attempts with the Germans, his men trounced the colonial troops in the battle of Lugalo, just outside Iringa on the Mikumi road. The next year, Mkwawa’s troops launched an attack on Kilosa. The Germans placed a bounty on Mkwawa’s head and eventually retook his headquarters at Kalenga. Mkwawa escaped, but in 1898 he died by suicide rather than surrender.



WHERE TO EAT IN IRINGA

Hasty Tasty Too

This casual Iringa classic has good breakfasts, yoghurt, samosas, shakes and a divine chickpea curry. $

Mama Iringa Pizzeria

Delicious Italian food – pizza, gnocchi, lasagne and more, plus salads – served in the courtyard of a former convent. $$

Neema Crafts Centre Cafe

A popular cafe serving local coffees and teas, cookies, cinnamon buns, cakes, soups, sandwiches and light meals. $

Birdwatching in Kilombero Valley

LUSH WETLANDS WITH LOTS OF BIRDS

Stretching from Mikumi National Park southwest to the hinterland of Lake Nyasa, the verdant Kilombero Valley is a deep-green world of wetlands, rich agricultural farmlands and forested hillsides; it lies around six hours’ drive (more on public transport) from Ruaha National Park.

If you’re a birdwatcher, you’ll love the chance to see the 120 different species recorded in the Kilombero Wetlands, which are a designated Ramsar site. Among the highlights are four endemics: the Kilombero weaver, Kilombero cisticola, white-tailed cisticola and Zanzibar bishop. Hondo Hondo (in Udzungwa Mountains National Park) and Wild Things Safaris (in Dar es Salaam) can both organise birdwatching and canoeing tours through the valley, beginning at the Ifakara ferry.

With more time, you can extend your exploration to include Ifakara town, Mahenge (a picturesque mission station) or Idete, another old mission station. While you’re in the area, the Kilombero River provides abundant fresh fish for the simple local restaurants: you can dine on catfish, prawns and sardines.


TOSAMAGANGA MISSION STATION

If you’re visiting Isimila or are otherwise in the vicinity of Iringa, consider a possible detour on bicycle or with private vehicle to nearby Tosamaganga, a pretty hilltop mission station established by Italian missionaries in the early 20th century. It’s reached via the unsignposted ‘Njia Panda ya Tosamaganga’ turn-off from the main road, 4km northeast of the Kalenga turn-off. Follow the wide, unpaved road for about 5km, first past cornfields and then along a eucalyptus-lined lane to the red-tile roofs and imposing church of the mission that seems to rise like an apparition from the surrounding fields.




GETTING AROUND

You can reach Iringa by public transport, and you can easily get around the city in a taxi; if you rent one for the day, you could easily combine time in the city with a visit to the Isimila Stone Age Site.

Unless you have great time and patience in equal measure, you’ll really need your own vehicle (or arrange transport through an operator) if you plan on visiting the Kilombero Valley or connecting time spent in the area with a visit to Ruaha National Park.





LAKE NYASA
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A visit to picturesque, unspoilt Lake Nyasa (aka Lake Malawi) is one of the best things to do in Tanzania. A pleasing mix of scenic landscapes, historical sites and cultural encounters, it’s a world away from the northern or southern safari circuits and nicely complements the more traditional, wildlife-focused experience that you can have elsewhere.

The lake itself sees plenty of tourists, but few of these are likely to be international visitors. Locals love the lake for its beaches, low-key towns and well-priced tourism infrastructure. It’s a beautiful place with mountain views and refreshing lack of pretension: the Malawi lakeshore’s charms are well known to visitors, but just across the border is a world away from mass tourism. No, you won’t see any wildlife here. And yes, high-end accommodation is pretty scarce. But if you value the chance to get under the skin of Tanzania and how its people live, you could do worse than spend some time here.
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ACTIVITIES

1Blue Canoe Safari Camp

2Bulongwa

3Kitulo National Park

4Maua Café & Tours

5Mbamba Bay Bio Camp Lodge




TOP TIP

The road to Matema from Tukuyu is extremely rough; the longer approach via Ibanda and Kyela is actually quicker. If travelling by bus, you’ll have to change at Kyela and Ipinda to reach the lakeshore. Travel to Itungi to connect with the ferries that ply the lake’s waters.



Get to Know Lake Nyasa

FROM LAKESHORE TO LIVINGSTONE MOUNTAINS

From Itungi in the north to Mbamba Bay in the south, Tanzania’s Lake Nyasa shore is a superb collection of pretty beaches, grass- and forest-clad mountains, timeworn fishing villages and, in places, pristine turquoise waters. Places of interest around the Tanzanian side of the lake include (from north to south) Kyela, Matema, Liuli and Mbamba Bay; you can explore some of these on a driving tour.

Few roads reach the towns strung out between the Livingstone Mountains and the shore along the lake’s eastern side; if you can explore in a canoe (from Matema, with Blue Canoe Safari Camp) or go snorkelling (from Mbamba Bay, with Mbamba Bay Bio Camp Lodge), you’ll get to see a whole side to the lake that you can’t reach in any other way. Otherwise, consider a leg or two aboard the MV Njombe and MV Ruvuma. Another unique possibility is to ride up and over the mountains on horseback from Kitulo National Park to Matema, with Mbeya-based Maua Café & Tours.

The best way to explore the mountains themselves is on foot, but you’ll need to be completely self-sufficient (including tent and water filter) and carry a GPS if you decide to do so. One possible route is from the mission station of Bulongwa (reached via bus from Njombe) to Matema, which offers superb views as you make your way down to the lakeshore. Allow about 14 hours for the trip and start out at daybreak. A longer version of this hike is also possible, starting near the Kitulo National Park gate.
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Lake Nyasa | Daniel Msirikale, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


LAKE NYASA’S SPECS

Lake Nyasa is Africa’s third-largest lake, after Lake Victoria and Lake Tanganyika. It’s more than 550km long, up to 75km wide and as deep as 700m in parts. It also has a high level of biodiversity, containing close to one-third of the world’s known cichlid species. The lake is bordered by Tanzania, Malawi and Mozambique. The Tanzanian side is rimmed to the east by the Livingstone Mountains, whose green, misty slopes form a stunning backdrop as they cascade down to the sandy shoreline. To the north and east, the mountains lead on to the Kitulo Plateau.



WHERE TO STAY AT LAKE NYASA

Blue Canoe Safari Camp

This lovely place in Matema has camping and luxury bungalows overlooking the lake. $

Mbamba Bay Bio Camp Lodge

Expect comfortable stone-and-thatch bungalows with bathrooms, plus tents on the beach under makuti roofing. $

Joseph’s

Utterly idyllic place in Liuli with a scattering of simple thatched huts on the lakeshore. Joseph will also cook up fish and rice. $




Beyond Lake Nyasa
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Exploring beyond the lake means fanning out across the Southern Highlands and into a world rarely seen – other than in passing – by visitors.


The area’s intriguing collection of towns offers a window onto provincial Tanzanian life. If you’re willing to range a little further, the lake’s hinterland has some of the best, least-known and dramatically underrated mountain hiking. These trails are surely some of Tanzania’s best-kept secrets – the kind of place where you can hike all day without seeing another tourist.

Also in the lake’s hinterland, Kitulo National Park flies similarly under the tourist radar, despite having some of the best wildflower expanses anywhere in East Africa. Less the antithesis of your normal East African wildlife safari than a delightful complement, Kitulo is a great place to visit, especially during the rainy season when elsewhere in Tanzania is longing for dry land.
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Kitulo National Park | Daniel Msirikale/Getty Images/iStockphoto ©


TOP TIP

Before visiting Kitulo National Park or hiking in the Southern Highlands, get a copy of Liz de Leyser’s A Guide to the Southern Highlands of Tanzania.





ROAD TRIP
Driving Lake Nyasa
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Matema beach | Clown23 at English Wikipedia, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons ©

This road trip begins and ends at opposite ends of Lake Nyasa, but also takes in some of the fascinating backcountry in the lake’s eastern hinterland. If possible, combine the drive with some canoeing from Matema, snorkelling from Mbamba Bay or even a ferry ride along the eastern shore where no roads can take you. It’s a beautiful drive, one that leaves behind tourist Tanzania.


1 Matema

Watching over the northernmost tip of Lake Nyasa, Matema is a quiet settlement with a stunning beachside setting, backed by the Livingstone Mountains which rise steeply from the water’s edge. Before you set out, arrange walks and dugout canoe rides through your accommodation or simply lounge on the beach; head to a beach bar for a sunset beer. On Saturdays, there’s a pottery market at Lyulilo village, about 2km east of Matema’s centre along the lakeshore, where the renowned Kisi pots from Ikombe are sold.

The drive: The road northwest to Ipinda is paved, then rougher on to Tukuyu, north to Isyonje, then east to Matamba, Mfumbi and Makambako (307km or five hours from Matema).

2 Makambako

The windy highland town of Makambako (a stop on the Tazara railway line) is where the road from Songea and Njombe meets the Dar es Salaam–Mbeya highway. Geographically, the dramatic Makambako Gap, west of town, marks the end of the Eastern Arc mountain range and the start of the Southern Highlands. Makambako, dominated by Bena people, has a large market with a huge used-clothes section. The market’s at its best in the morning, meaning you can make a midday getaway for Njombe.

The drive: Leave behind the busy highway and head south towards Njombe, which is just an hour (60km) almost due south of Makambako.

3 Njombe

The ancestral home of the Bena people, Njombe has a scenic setting on the eastern edge of the Kipengere Range at almost 2000m. It hosts a good market, selling wicker baskets coloured with natural dyes. The surrounding area, dotted with tea plantations and fields of wildflowers, is ideal for walking and cycling; you’ll need to be self-sufficient. At the northern edge of town and an easy walk are the Luhuji Falls.

The drive: You could branch off the rough road to Ludewa, close to the Livingstone Mountains, but it’s a pretty 235km drive south along the B4 to Songea.

4 Songea

Sprawling Songea, at an altitude of just over 1000m hosts a colourful market (Soko Kuu) in the heart of town. The Catholic cathedral has impressive carved wooden doors and brightly painted interior wall paintings. The small Maji Maji Museum commemorates the Maji Maji Uprising. Behind it is Chief Songea’s tomb; don’t miss the statues of 12 chiefs killed by the Germans, which locals still hang with garlands. Beyond the centre, Songea is an attractive place surrounded by rolling hills dotted with grazing cattle.

The drive: The steep and stunning road through miombo woodland between Songea and Mbamba Bay passes through the heart of a major coffee-producing area.

5 Mbamba Bay

The relaxing outpost of Mbamba Bay is the southernmost Tanzanian port on Lake Nyasa. With its low-key ambience and attractive beach fringed by palm, banana and mango trees, it’s a lovely place to rest and enjoy the lake views. While you’re here, detour north to Liuli, the site of an old and still-active Anglican mission. Liuli is also notable for a sphinx-like rock lying just offshore, which earned the settlement the name of Sphinxhafen during the German era.



From Mbeya into the Mountains

EXPLORE A TOWN, CLIMB A MOUNTAIN

There are few more agreeable urban experiences in Tanzania than Mbeya. It’s a thriving place, sprawling at about 1700m in the shadow of Loleza Peak (2656m), in a gap between the verdant Mbeya Range to the north and the Poroto Mountains to the southeast. The surrounding area is lush and scenic. It’s also a major farming region for coffee, tea, bananas and cocoa, not to mention a major trade and transit junction between Tanzania, Zambia and Malawi. While central Mbeya is on the scruffy side, the cool climate, jacaranda trees and views of the hills compensate, and there are many nearby excursions.

Just to the northwest of Mbeya is Mbeya Peak (2820m). It’s the highest point in the Mbeya Range and it makes for an enjoyable day hike, best done by arranging a local guide through your hotel or a local travel agency. There are several possible routes. One goes from Mbalizi junction, 12km west of town on the Tunduma road. Take a dalla-dalla to Mbalizi, get out at the sign for Utengule Coffee Lodge, head right and follow the dirt road for 1km to a sign for St Mary’s Seminary. Turn right here and follow the road up past the seminary to Lunji Farm and then on to the peak. With a vehicle, you can park at Lunji Farm and continue on foot. Allow five hours for the return trip, and only climb accompanied by a guide.

At Mbeya’s Maua Café & Tours, Amelia is your go-to for arranging safaris, horse riding and hikes in the area, to Mbeya Peak, Ngozi Peak and Crater, and many other destinations. The cafe oversees a permaculture project, natural medicine farm and campsites throughout the area.
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MBEYA’S ANCIENT METEORITE

About 65km southwest of Mbeya is the Mbozi meteorite, one of the largest meteorites in the world. Weighing an estimated 25 metric tonnes, it’s around 3m long and 1m tall. Scientists are unsure when it hit the earth, but it’s assumed to have been many thousands of years ago, since there are no traces of the crater that it must have made when it fell, nor any local legends regarding its origins. Although the site was only discovered by outsiders in 1930, it had been known to locals for centuries but not reported because of various associated taboos. It was declared a protected monument by the government in 1967 and is now under the jurisdiction of the Department of Antiquities.



WHERE TO STAY IN MBEYA

Mbeya Hotel

The former East African Railways & Harbours Hotel has faded colonial charm, simple rooms and bungalows. $

Ifisi Community Centre

A good option for self-drivers en route to the Zambian border, with rooms overlooking a private wildlife sanctuary. $

Utengule Coffee Lodge

This lovely lodge sits on a hilly coffee plantation 20km west of Mbeya. Spacious rooms, plus a cafe and restaurant. $$

Hike the Wildflower-Rich Kitulo National Park

WANDER AMID KITULO’S WILDFLOWERS

There really is nowhere else in Tanzania quite like Kitulo. It’s an incredibly scenic park that protects the flower-clad Kitulo Plateau, together with sections of the former Livingstone Forest Reserve, which runs south from the plateau paralleling the Lake Nyasa shoreline. Rising up from the plateau is Mt Mtorwi (2961m), which is 1m higher than Mt Rungwe and southern Tanzania’s highest peak. The area, much of which lies between a cool 2600m and 3000m in the highlands northeast of Tukuyu, is a paradise for hikers. Tourism infrastructure is minimal, although this is also part of the charm, and few tourists ever visit here. The best months for hiking are during the dry season (June to October).

The park’s main attraction is its wildflower: for once in Tanzania, it’s the botany or the flora that trumps the wildlife. The park’s botanical profusion reaches its prime during the rainy season (December until March or April), when it bursts in an explosion of colour, with orchids (over 40 species identified so far), irises, aloes, geraniums and many more flowers carpeting its grassy expanses. Orchids are at their peak in February.

You wouldn’t necessarily visit Kitulo for the wildlife, although there’s a chance that you could see zebras, which have been reintroduced here. The main exception is the park’s rare kipunji monkey, with its long coat and ‘honk-bark’ call. If you missed it out on the hiking trails of Udzungwa Mountains, Kitulo offers another good sighting opportunity.


I LIVE HERE: TOP MBEYA EXPERIENCES
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Amelia is from Maua Café & Tours, which is the heart and soul of Mbeya, with great food and excellent tours. She recommends these local highlights:

Utengule Coffee Lodge

A lodge within a coffee farm with a pool and Rift Valley views, 20 km west of Mbeya (utengule.com).

Polos Cocktail Bar

Upcycled decor and rooftop bar in Mbeya with amazing food and creative cocktails.

Uyole Cultural Tourism

Visits to local attractions and villages, with cycling, climbing and more.

Kitulo Cultural Tourism

Walk past local farms and visit the small market at Mahanji.

Nungunungu

Family-owned boutique safari company based in Mbeya, with a focus on sustainable travel (nungunungu.com).



WHERE TO EAT IN MBEYA

Maua Café & Tours

Brick homestead turned cafe serving big breakfasts, light lunches, and pizza, fresh fish and salads for dinner. $

Ridge Café

Stop by this sleek place for smoothies, fresh juices, locally sourced coffees, great baking and other delicacies. $

Utengule Coffee Lodge

If you have your own transport, this outstanding spot 20km west of Mbeya has a daily à la carte and set menu. $$$

Slowing Down in Small-Town Tukuyu

DIVE INTO SMALL-TOWN TANZANIAN LIFE

The small, peppy town of Tukuyu is set in the heart of a beautiful area of hills and orchards near Lake Nyasa. There are many hikes and natural attractions nearby, but only the most basic tourist infrastructure; for all excursions you’ll need to rough it. There’s compensation, though, in the lush surrounding hills, swathed in tea plantations and dotted with banana-palm groves; the town itself has a lively daily market selling fruit, veg and clothes. As a starting point, this experience of staying in such an agreeable example of small-town Tanzania is reason enough to visit. If you can, stay more than just overnight and you’ll find the whole pace of your trip slowing down and morphing into something that may be far more valuable: a genuine understanding of local life.

Tukuyu occupies a privileged, narrow stretch of land between Lake Nyasa and some pretty high mountains. If your focus is the lake, two roads connect Tukuyu with the northern end of Lake Nyasa. The town is also a base for some other interesting explorations. Spanning a small waterfall 22km west of Tukuyu is Daraja La Mungu (Bridge of God), a natural bridge formed around 1800 million years ago by water flowing through cooling lava that spewed out from the nearby Rungwe volcano.


BEST LOCAL TOURS

Rungwe Tea & Tours

This energetic small Tukuyu-based operator is supported by Rungwe Fairtrade tea growers. They organise hikes and cultural tours.

Maua Café & Tours

Amelia is a fount of knowledge and arranges safaris and other activities to Kitulo National Park, hiking, horse riding and more. Based in Mbeya.

Blue Canoe Safari Camp

This Matema camp arranges snorkelling, kayaking, cultural and birdwatching excursions.



Conquering Mt Rungwe & Ngozi Peak

CLIMB A VOLCANO

There aren’t many places in Tanzania where you can climb a volcano, but there happen to be two in Lake Nyasa’s hinterland. The dormant Mt Rungwe (2960m), protected as the Rungwe Forest Reserve, rises up to the east of the main road north of Tukuyu, adjoining Kitulo National Park. It marks the hugely significant geographical place where the eastern and western arms of the Rift Valley meet.

With an early start, you can hike up and down in a day (allow about 10 hours), passing through pristine patches of tropical forest. There are several routes, although not all are always open. Paths are often overgrown and obscure, and it’s easy to get lost, so a guide is essential. Before climbing, you need to go to the Ofisi za Muhifadi ya Milimani Rungwe, in Tukuyu. It’s in the Municipality Building (Majengo ya Halmashauri) opposite NMB bank (note: not NBC bank). There, you can pay the required fee and hire a guide (US$15 per group). They will give you information about which route to use. Both Rungwe Tea & Tours and Bongo Camping in Tukuyu can also help you organise a Rungwe climb.

Nearby Ngozi Peak is a lushly vegetated 2629m-high volcanic peak with a deep-blue lake – the subject of local legends – about 200m below the crater rim. It’s about 7km west of the main road north of Tukuyu. There’s a small sign for Ngozi at the turn-off, where, if you haven’t come with a guide, you’ll be approached by locals offering their services; the going rate is about Tsh5000. If you’re short on time, you can go about half the distance from the main road to Ngozi by vehicle and then walk the remainder of the way. Once at the base, it’s another steep hour or so on foot up to the crater rim.
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Daraja La Mungu | CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©

WHERE TO STAY IN TUKUYU & KITULO NATIONAL PARK

Landmark Hotel

Spacious, good-value (if noisy) rooms in Tukuyu, all with TV and hot water, a small camping area and a good restaurant. $

Super Eden Guesthouse

Located in Matamba village, near Kitulo; it has small double-bed rooms and a larger family room. $

Bongo Camping

Backpacker-friendly place in Kibisi village, with a large camping area, basic cooking facilities and meals on order. $


SELOUS-NIASSA WILDLIFE CORRIDOR

The Selous-Niassa Wildlife Corridor joins the Nyerere National Park with Mozambique’s Niassa Reserve, forming a conservation area of about 120,000 sq km, and ensuring protection of one of the world’s largest elephant ranges. In addition to an estimated 75,000 elephants, the area is home to one of the continent’s largest buffalo herds, more than half of its remaining wild dog population and a substantial number of lions. Several local communities have started small ecotourism ventures, including Marumba, southwest of Tunduru. Guides can be arranged for village tours and to visit Jiwe La Bwana (with views across the border into Mozambique) and Chingoli Table Mountain and caves, used by locals as a hiding place during the Maji Maji rebellion.
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Crater lake, Ngozi Peak | KKFilms/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


GETTING AROUND

The best way to get around Lake Nyasa’s hinterland is in a rented vehicle (preferably a 4WD) or as part of a tour.

You could get between the major towns on public transport, butut departures to smaller villages are infrequent, and you’ll need to supplement it with chartered taxis if you want to reach the trailheads for hiking.






Southeastern Tanzania
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SWAHILI COAST, ABUNDANT WILDLIFE

Step off the beaten track into a region of deserted beaches, historic towns, ancient ruins and abundant wildlife.
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Ruins, Kilwa Kisiwani | TRAVELVIEW/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

If you enjoy immersing yourself in local culture and seeing a side of Tanzania far removed from the country’s established tourism circuits, then Southeastern Tanzania is for you. Among the highlights: Nyerere National Park, with its superlative wildlife watching; the marine life and stunning corals of the Mafia Archipelago; ancient ruins – some dating back to between the 13th and 15th centuries – at Kilwa Kisiwani and Songo Mnara; the historic Swahili trading town of Mikindani; and an abundance of mostly deserted white-sand beaches. Travel as luxuriously or as simply as you like. Nyerere National Park and the Mafia Archipelago, in particular, have some wonderful upmarket getaways. Elsewhere, while tourist infrastructure is more limited, there are some real gems to be found. Throughout, enjoy the southeast’s beauty and low-key vibe, and experiences that you won’t find anywhere else. Sleep in your own private treehouse on tiny Chole Island, awakening to views over Chole Bay. Enjoy a sunset glass of champagne on the banks of the Rufiji River, listening to the call of African fish eagles and the grunting of hippos; go muck diving around Mtwara Bay; swim with whale sharks near Mafia Island; and learn how to cook local style in the villages bordering Nyerere National Park. Throughout, surround yourself with the beauty, sense of space and centuries-old rhythms of Tanzania’s remote southeast.
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Mafia Island | Kjersti Joergensen/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

MAFIA ARCHIPELAGO

Idyllic islands steeped in tradition.

NYERERE NATIONAL PARK

Boat safaris on the Rufiji.

KILWA

Ancient ruins and lovely beaches.

MTWARA & MIKINDANI

Laid-back port and historic trading town.



Find Your Way

Long bus journeys, short flights and adventurous ferries are the main modes of transport in southeastern Tanzania. Daily flights link all major destinations, while buses connect major hubs with more remote areas.
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Plan Your Time

Southeastern Tanzania is vast, and getting around takes time. You can’t go wrong with an extra day or two in your itinerary as a cushion, or to linger a bit longer on the beach.
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Nyerere National Park | NICK GREAVES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


A Quick Visit

A week split between several days of wildlife watching in Nyerere National Park, followed by time relaxing on Mafia Island, makes a perfect introduction to the southeast. This itinerary can be easily combined with time in the northern safari circuit or elsewhere in Tanzania. With a few more days, add in a detour to visit the ruins on Kilwa Kisiwani or spend a few nights in Mikindani.




More Time to Explore

Start with a safari in Nyerere National Park, including time for boat- and vehicle-based wildlife watching, and for cultural tourism on the park’s outskirts. Head to Kilwa Masoko to visit the ruins on Kilwa Kisiwani and Songo Mnara and to relax on the beach. Then travel south, stopping for a day or two in Lindi en route to Mtwara and Mikindani for diving and relaxing.



Seasonal highlights

SUMMER

The hot summer months from January to March are good for travel, but expect some rain in the south.

LONG RAINS

The long rains in April and May bring abundant birdlife and low-season prices, although some camps and lodges on Mafia and in Nyerere NP close.

DRY SEASON

The cooler, drier high-season months from late June to September are ideal for wildlife watching.

SHORT RAINS

Birdwatching is excellent in Nyerere National Park; Christmas and New Year bring high-season pricing.



MAFIA ARCHIPELAGO
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Mafia beckons with its gentle rhythms, rich marine environment, wonderful lodges and strong traditional culture. The adventure starts when flying in, looking down at the archipelago’s green islands, turquoise waters and glinting sandbanks. For centuries Mafia lay at an important trading crossroads, with visitors coming from Kilwa and elsewhere on the mainland, as well as from Zanzibar, Comoros and Madagascar. Today this rich mixture of historical influences, together with the stunning natural backdrop, are among the archipelago’s highlights. Save Mafia until the end of your Tanzania itinerary and spend time relaxing, or make the archipelago the centre point of your Southeastern Tanzania travels and use it as a springboard into the fascinating world of the Swahili coast. Mafia has a growing number of lodges accommodating all budgets, but its pace remains tranquil. If you can only pick one place along the Tanzanian coast to visit, Mafia will not disappoint.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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2Kua Ruins
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see 20Mafia Island Tours & Safaris
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8Big Blu
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10Butiama Bustani

11Chole Foxes

12Chole Mjini

13Eco Shamba Kilole Lodge

14Kinasi Lodge

15New Bweni Beach Lodge

16Pole Pole

17Whale Shark Lodge

EATING

see 11 Chole Foxes

18Hippopotamus Food Point

19Waves

SHOPPING

20Mafia Island Souvenirs




TOP TIP

If you stay at any lodge within the Mafia Island Marine Park area (this includes all lodges around Utende, and on Chole Island), you’ll also need to pay the daily marine park entry fee, whether or not you go diving.



Explore Mafia Island

SANDY LANES AND TRANQUIL VILLAGES

It doesn’t take too much imagination to step back in time on Mafia, with life here much the same as it was during the island’s Shirazi-era heyday. The best place to start your explorations is bustling Kilindoni, the island’s main settlement. Stroll around the market area, sample vendors’ wares and visit Mafia Island Souvenirs, near the bank, before making your way downhill to the ferry port and beach. With luck, you may see a dhow being built using traditional materials and methods. About 2km southwest of the port, you’ll come to a shady channel through the mangroves, ideal for exploring with a kayak. Further southwest, and difficult to reach on foot, is Ras Kisimani, the site of one of Mafia’s oldest settlements, although little remains visible today.

In the other direction, it’s about a two-hour drive northeast of Kilindoni to Ras Mkumbi, Mafia’s windswept northern tip, with a lighthouse dating to 1892. Visit as a day trip or stay for a night or two. The unpaved road winds past small villages, cashew trees and occasional stands of baobab to an unmarked turnoff (all the drivers know it) leading to a lagoon that’s home to a small pod of hippos. Continue northward through the Mlola Forest to Kanga village, and the turnoff to the stunningly white sands and clear waters of Kanga Beach. There are no facilities, but Mafia Island Tours & Safaris can help organise excursions, including shade and transport. A bit further on is Bweni village, from where it’s 5km on a sandy track to the lighthouse.
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Whale shark, Mafia Archipelago | Daniel Lamborn/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


MAFIA ISLAND MARINE PARK

At around 822 sq km, Mafia Island Marine Park is the largest marine protected area in the Indian Ocean, sheltering a unique complex of estuarine, mangrove, coral reef and marine channel ecosystems. These include the only natural forest on the island and almost 400 fish species. There are also about 10 villages within the park’s boundaries, with an estimated 15,000 to 17,000 inhabitants, all of whom depend on its natural resources for their livelihoods. The park has been classified as a multiuse area to assist local communities in developing sustainable practices so that conservation and resource use can coexist. Entry fees are payable by everyone, whether you dive or not. They are collected at a barrier gate about 1km before Utende, and must be paid by Visa or MasterCard (no cash).



WHERE TO EAT ON A BUDGET ON MAFIA ISLAND

Chole Foxes

Tasty, good-value meals in a scenic setting. $

Hippopotamus Food Point

Filling, local-style dishes near the market. $

Waves (Kaka John’s Place)

Grilled fish and other basics at the boat dock in Utende. $

Dive & Snorkel in the Marine Park

PRISTINE SANDBANKS AND ATMOSPHERIC DIVING

Set off for a night dive as the sun sets over Chole Bay, and then come up from the depths to see a velvet-black, star-filled sky. Or sail out early over the calm water as sunrise paints the skies. Diving in Mafia Island Marine Park is a crowd-free, intimate and personalised experience, with the motorised wooden dhows used by the better operators adding to the ambience. Two long-standing, recommended operators are Mafia Island Diving and Big Blu, next to each other on Utende Beach, while Eco Shamba Kilole and Chole Mjini offer bespoke diving excursions for their guests. Non-divers can explore idyllic sandbanks, including Marimbani, a popular picnic stop for snorkellers, and Mange, with beautiful white sands populated only by crabs and sea birds. Green turtle and hawksbill turtle breeding sites dot Mafia island’s eastern shores, and the nearby islands of Juani and Jibondo, and these can sometimes be visited during hatching season.


TOP MAFIA ISLAND ACCOMMODATION

If you’re on a budget, Big Blu has excellent-value rooms in a prime setting directly on the water. Other top budget contenders include Afro Beach Bungalows, Butiama Bustani, Kitu Kiblu, New Bweni Beach Lodge and Whale Shark Lodge. For top-end stays, check out one of the following:

Butiama Beach

Lovely beachside grounds, spacious cottages and kayaks for exploring. $$$

Kinasi Lodge

Genteel stone-and-thatch cottages overlooking Chole Bay. $$$

Pole Pole

Unpretentious, locally sourced luxury bungalows amid the palms above Chole Bay. $$$

Eco Shamba Kilole Lodge

An intimate lodge with six chalets overlooking Kilole Bay and a focus on sustainability. $$$



WHERE TO WINE & DINE ON MAFIA ISLAND

Chole Mjini

An enchanting, candle-lit experience under the stars on Chole Island. $$$

Pole Pole

At Pole Pole’s ‘Just for Two’ dinners over the water, enjoy delicious cuisine in a romantic setting. $$$

Kinasi Lodge

Kinasi has maintained its high standards over the years with its expertly prepared cuisine and lantern-lit setting. $$$

Swim with Whale Sharks

GENTLE GIANTS OF THE SEA

From November through February, whale sharks (potwe in Swahili) visit the waters off Kilindoni. Swimming with these gentle, inquisitive creatures is a once-in-a-lifetime experience. While most lodges arrange excursions, it’s worth putting in time to select an operator that follows sound eco principles. The best, including Kitu Kiblu, incorporate whale shark and marine conservation education into their tours. Although it can be hard to remember as everyone starts to jump in and swim after the whale sharks in the excitement of spotting them, the overall event is much better with a bit of restraint.

WHERE TO STAY ON CHOLE

Chole Mjini

Stay in your own treehouse in this magical place on Chole Island where conservation is at the forefront. $$$

Chole Foxes

A tranquil budget guesthouse with three rooms overlooking the mangroves, local-style meals and excursions. $

Chole Sanaa

Three simple, tidy rooms at a family homestead on the island’s eastern side; offers cooking classes and excursions. $

Village Life on Chole

HISTORICAL RUINS AND CUTTING-EDGE CONSERVATION

Chole Island’s long history belies its tiny size. In the early 19th century it served as the archipelago’s capital and became known as Chole Mjini (Chole City), while the now-main island of Mafia was referred to as Chole Shamba (Chole Hinterlands). Chole continued to serve as Mafia’s administrative seat throughout the German colonial era, after which it was eclipsed by Kilindoni, on the main island, during the British era. Today Chole is a fascinating mixture of atmospheric ruins, traditional village life and cutting-edge conservation initiatives. It’s also the site of a multi-pronged sustainability project initiated by Jean and Anne de Villiers, the owners of Chole Mjini lodge. The effects of their long-term investment in the community, which now spans several decades, can be seen around the island, both in the village – whose population includes a number of university graduates – and in the surrounding environment, the conservation of which has been ensured, thanks in large part to their work. Among the many activities supported by Chole Mjini are coral restoration projects, mangrove planting and local skill development. Chole Island also hosts a fruit bat sanctuary, protecting a population of Comoros lesser fruit bats, as a result of the efforts of a local women’s group who bought the area where an important nesting tree is located. It’s an easy walk from the boat dock – listen for the chattering of the bats each evening around sunset. Plan at least several days on Chole, getting acquainted with local life, learning about conservation initiatives and enjoying the pace.


I LIVE HERE: BWENI, MAFIA
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Samira Mbwana Mussa is the owner of New Bweni Beach Lodge, currently the only accommodation in Mafia’s far north. Here she offers some tips:

Come visit the north of Mafia to enjoy the beach, relax and have adventures. Mafia has the best diving in East Africa, and northern Mafia has the island’s best beaches. There is also no marine park fee to pay. I try to help and support my guests so they can experience the things they want. I can help you visit the lighthouse, walk through the forest to the other side of the point, see ruins in Bweni village, visit Kanga Beach and take a local canoe to nearby Tembo Nyama island.



Travel Back in Time

RUINS AND A PICTURESQUE LAGOON

A boat trip over to Juani Island, just southeast of Chole, brings Mafia’s history alive. The Mafia Archipelago first rose to prominence between the 11th and 13th centuries, when the Shirazis controlled much of the East African shoreline. Thanks to its central buffer position between the Rufiji River delta and the high seas of the Indian Ocean, the archipelago was well-situated as a trading base, and the local economy soon began to thrive. One of the first settlements built during this era was at Ras Kisimani, on Mafia Island’s southwestern corner, followed by another at Kua on Juani, which became the archipelago’s capital until this role was assumed by nearby Chole. By the time the Portuguese arrived in the early 16th century, Mafia had lost much of its significance and had come under the sway of the sultan of Kilwa. In the early 18th century, Mafia’s fortunes revived, and by the mid-19th century it had come within the domain of the powerful Omani sultanate, under which it flourished as a trade centre linking Kilwa to the south and the Zanzibar Archipelago to the north.

Today the overgrown but intriguing Kua Ruins are the main evidence of the archipelago’s historical heyday, and make a good half-day, high-tide excursion from either Chole or Utende village on Mafia. Make your way up the beach and through the undergrowth past several Shirazi mosques and crumbling palace walls. Once you’ve explored the ruins, enjoy Juani’s other highlight: a lovely lagoon for birdwatching and swimming.


GETTING AROUND

Bajaji (tuk-tuks) and taxis can take you around Mafia Island. Tiny Chole is small enough to cover on foot. Flights on Coastal Aviation and Auric Air are the main way of reaching Mafia. There is also the MV Kilindoni ferry between Mafia and Nyamisati village – it’s located just inside the Rufiji Delta on the mainland, and reached by bus from Dar’s Mbagala Rangi Tatu stand. When the Kilindoni is working, it is a good budget option. When not, it’s better to fly, as the smaller boats doing this route are unreliable. You shouldn’t have to sleep at Nyamisati, but if you get stuck, try the nameless place to the right, just up the road from the ferry dock; ask for the Chagga place. All Mafia hotels organise excursions, or contact Mafia Island Tours & Safaris (ask for SeaBoy).





NYERERE NATIONAL PARK
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Nyerere National Park – formerly the northern section of Selous Game Reserve – is part of one of Africa’s greatest wilderness areas. Wildlife population numbers in the larger Selous-Mikumi ecosystem, which encompasses Nyerere Park, are staggering: over 30,000 hippos, 66,000 buffaloes, 20,000 impalas, 22,000 zebras, 3000 lions, significant numbers of giraffes, elephants and wild dogs, and over 400 species of birds. The heart of Nyerere Park is the Rufiji River, which winds its way more than 250km from its source in the highlands to the sea. En route, it cuts a path past woodlands, grasslands and stands of borassus (Palmyra) and doum palms. The scenery is stunning throughout the various biomes, the wilderness feel is omnipresent and the number of visitors a relative trickle in comparison with Tanzania’s northern parks. Safaris here can be done by boat, in a vehicle or on foot. The entire experience is unforgettable and shouldn’t be missed.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Nyerere National Park

SLEEPING

2Impala Camp

3Lemara Eco Camp

4Mpingo Lodge Selous

5Royo ya Selous

6Rufiji River Camp

7Selous River Camp




TOP TIP

Nyerere National Park is highly seasonal. For wildlife, try to visit between July and October, when you’ll have a good chance to see the large herds for which Nyerere is famous. For birdwatching, optimal months are November and December. The long rains (late March to May) are also good for birdwatching, but getting around can be difficult.



A Nyerere Safari

SOARING FISH EAGLES AND GRUNTING HIPPOS

A highlight of Nyerere National Park is the chance to explore, not only in a vehicle, but also by boat or on foot. Ideally, plan to do a bit of each. Boat and vehicle safaris range from a couple of hours to a full day: the longer you are out there, the more you will get to experience and begin to appreciate the park’s subtleties. For a full-day boat safari, set off after breakfast for the launching point and step aboard. The boats are large, stable, flat-bottomed vessels, with high side railings, comfortable seats and experienced captains. If you launch within the park boundaries, it won’t be long before you start to realise just how much wildlife surrounds you: half-submerged pods of hippos, crocodiles sunning themselves on the islands and sandbanks; fish eagles – a Nyerere speciality – soaring overhead or perched high up in the treetops; elephants browsing along the river banks; and much more. As you approach the lakes, watch for sacred ibis lining the shoreline and giraffes and grazing zebras in the background. When the captain turns off the motor, the silence is enveloping and the water-based vantage point enables some wonderful sightings. Doing a vehicle safari in addition to a boat safari brings its own rewards. Park in the shade, let the stillness settle in and see what comes your way. Or watch as brightly coloured bee eaters follow your vehicle in hopes of catching insects disturbed by your passage. See the same areas as on your boat safari, but from a different perspective, and enjoy the relative scarcity of other vehicles.
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Malachite kingfisher, Nyerere National Park | Rostasedlacek/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


SOUTHERN TANZANIA TOUR OPERATORS

Furahia Tanzania

A well-respected, socially conscious operator with a range of customised itineraries; profits are ploughed back into the local community.

Ten Degrees South

This Mikindani-based lodge organises diving and land-based itineraries in and around Mikindani, Mtwara and Masasi.

Tent With a View

Southern circuit itineraries, including in Nyerere Park, where it has its own camp.

Wild Thing Safaris

Offbeat, community-based safaris combining Nyerere with Mikumi National Park and other destinations.

Wilkinson Tours

Based in northern Tanzania, this well-regarded operator also does itineraries in Mafia and Nyerere National Park.



WHERE TO STAY INSIDE THE PARK

Impala Camp

Excellent riverside location, spacious tents, top-notch guides, great cuisine and fly camping. $$$

Rufiji River Camp

Unpretentious camp with a fine setting on the Rufiji River and well-appointed tents (wheelchair accessible). $$$

Royo ya Selous

Eight chic, well-situated, open-sided tents directly overlooking Lake Nzelekela. $$$

Bushwalking & Fly Camping

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN BUSH RHYTHMS

It’s still dark at 5.30am, but our camp is quietly humming with preparations for a walking safari. These forays into the bush are usually combined with a breakfast set out on tables under the trees. The walking distance itself isn’t long, averaging about 3km. But it’s a completely immersive experience, as you walk single-file behind your guide, alert to the sounds and signs of the bush. Expect to stop frequently, whether to observe a tiny creature up close, examine wildlife tracks in the dirt, listen to rustling ahead or gaze, often at close range, towards whatever animal might be just ahead – perhaps an elephant or a giraffe, perhaps an open-billed stork nesting high up in a borassus palm. Guides are armed and well-trained, and will give you a safety briefing first. Being at one with the smells, sounds and surrounding micro-environment is completely different from a vehicle or boat safari, and highly recommended.

Fly camping – spending the night at a temporary camp in the wild, well away from the main camp – is similar to a walking safari, in that nothing is between you and nature, and the two activities are sometimes combined. The best part of fly camping is the night – being surrounded by the chirping, croaking and other sounds as you drift off to sleep beneath the stars, then awakening at dawn, at one with the rhythms of the bush. Note that both walking safaris and fly camping aren’t suitable for younger children, and all camps have age limits.


I LIVE HERE: NYERERE NATIONAL PARK
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Ezra Ilomo has worked for over a decade as a wildlife guide in Nyerere National Park, and has the following insights to offer:

In my experience, most tourists who come to Nyerere park after visiting the northern circuit say they enjoy the north with its many animals. But they like Nyerere better, with its wilder feel and greater depth of experiences such as boat-, walking- and vehicle-safaris. Wherever you go on safari, match the season with what you hope to see. If birds are important, I suggest you visit Nyerere during the short rains. Migrants begin arriving in November and birdwatching is excellent. For animals, the best months are August to October, but even in the rainy season you can see wildlife, just in smaller numbers.



WHERE TO STAY OUTSIDE THE PARK

Mpingo Lodge Selous

This lovely, well-situated place run by an all-woman team offers cultural tours and is overall excellent value. $$

Lemara Eco Camp

Just outside Nyerere’s Matambwe gate, with pleasant cottages, good meals and cultural excursions. $$

Selous River Camp

A good riverside place just outside Mtemere gate, with cosy, river-facing ‘mud huts’ and tents. $$

Cultural Tours Around Nyerere

GET TO KNOW LOCAL LIFE

If you have time, it’s well worth planning several nights inside Nyerere National Park, and a few nights outside its boundaries around Mloka village (near Mtemere gate) or Kisaki (near Matambwe gate). Basing yourself inside the park shouldn’t be missed if your budget allows. It maximises wildlife-watching opportunities – whether from camp or on vehicle and boat safaris – and opens up the chance for early-morning walking safaris and fly camping. Staying inside the park also lets you enjoy Nyerere’s wilderness atmosphere to its fullest. However, basing yourself outside the park has several advantages. It is the best way to save money, with accommodation prices at most external camps just a fraction of those inside the park. It also offers the chance to learn about local life in the communities fringing the park, and so can really round out your Nyerere experience. Visit local markets, stop by the village primary school, try cooking local style, or learn how to pound grain while not losing the rhythm. Watch village football matches in the evenings, or go on a guided walk focused on medicinal plants and traditional remedies. Many external camps offer these village tours and walks, which can usually be tailored however you like. Among our favourites are the Bushwoman Walks offered by Mpingo Lodge Selous near Mloka village; Lemara Eco Camp’s cultural walks around Kisaki; and, the Mloka village tours offered by Selous River Camp.


GETTING AROUND

A daily bus connects Dar es Salaam with Mloka village, from where all the lodges do pick-ups. Leaving Nyerere, there’s a bus between Mloka and Kibiti, on the main road, for southbound buses going to Nangurukuru junction (for Kilwa Masoko), Lindi and Mtwara. Most lodges also organise vehicle transfers from Dar to Nyerere, either via Kibiti, or via Pugu and Kisarawe. Coastal Aviation and Auric Air have daily flights connecting Nyerere with Dar es Salaam, Mafia, Zanzibar, Arusha and Ruaha National Park. For Matambwe gate, the best option is the Tazara train from Dar to Kisaki. There’s also a daily bus connecting Kisaki with Morogoro.





KILWA
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Kilwa is an area of dense mangrove swamps, sleepy villages, white-sand beaches and ruin-studded islands. Its profile has grown in recent years, with the listing of two of its islands (Kilwa Kisiwani and Songo Mnara) as Unesco World Heritage Sites, the construction of a new fishing port, and an increasing number of cruise ship arrivals. Yet it still remains very much off the beaten track. Visiting here is both a step back into past centuries and an enjoyable immersion into traditional coastal life. The area’s main settlement is Kilwa Masoko. Arriving here, it can be easy to conclude that there is not much to do. But the longer you stay, the more you’ll find to discover – whether browsing at the local fish market, sailing on a dhow, stepping back into the Kilwa of bygone days at the ruins, relaxing on the beaches or venturing further afield to learn about Tanzanian history at Kipatimu.
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Kilwa | Ulrich Doering/Alamy Stock Photo ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kilwa Kisiwani

2Songo Mnara

SIGHTS

3Great Mosque

4Husuni Kubwa

5Jimbiza Beach

6Makutani

7Masoko Pwani

8Mosque

9Shuka Beach

ACTIVITIES

10Kilwa Islands Tour Guides Association

11Nang’oma (Nandembe) Cave System

SLEEPING

12Kilwa Bandari Lodge

13Kilwa Beach Lodge

14Kilwa Dreams

15Kilwa Pakaya

16Slow Leopard

EATING

see 19 Night Market

17RRN Restaurant

SHOPPING

18Fish Market

19Kilwa Masoko Night Market




TOP TIP

The best base in the Kilwa area is Kilwa Masoko, from where you can reach the other attractions as day excursions, either on foot, or with taxis, bajaji or bicycle. Motorised boats are used to reach the islands, although dhows can be arranged with advance notice, assuming the winds are favourable.



Market Town

BEACHES, NIGHT MARKET AND LOCAL EXCURSIONS

Kilwa Masoko (Kilwa of the Market) is the springboard for visiting the ruins at Kilwa Kisiwani and Songo Mnara, and an agreeable base in its own right. Stroll along palm-lined Masoko Pwani, 5km northeast of town and Kilwa’s best beach, or watch sunrise on smaller Jimbiza Beach, near the harbour. Kilwa’s colourful fish market alternates between these two areas, depending on the winds, and is worth visiting early in the day or late afternoon. Sail on a dhow with a local fisher(which can be arranged with Kilwa Beach Lodge if you’re staying there) and visit the lively night market.

The low-key Kilwa Islands Tour Guides Association, based near the Kilwa Masoko bus stand, is the hub of Kilwa’s tourism scene. You’ll need to stop here to arrange visits to Kilwa Kisiwani and Songo Mnara. They can also be helpful for organising excursions elsewhere in the area.


KILWA HISTORY

Kilwa Kisiwani was once the seat of sultans and centre of a trading network linking the old Shona kingdoms and goldfields of Zimbabwe with Persia, India and China. Ibn Battuta, the famed chronicler of the ancient world, visited in the early 14th century and described Kilwa as being exceptionally beautiful and well-constructed. At its height, Kilwa’s influence extended north past Zanzibar and south to Sofala on the central Mozambican coast. Today the ruins of the settlement – together with those on nearby Songo Mnara and Sanje ya Kati Islands – are among the most significant groups of Swahili buildings on the East African coast.



SOUTHEASTERN TANZANIA BEACHES

Shukaa Beach

Camping, clear waters and chilled vibe in Lindi.

Kanga Beach

White sand on Mafia Island; paddling in traditional canoes.

Msimbati Peninsula

Tranquillity, snorkelling just offshore and freshly caught grilled fish near Mtwara and Mikindani.

In the Footsteps of History

SEAT OF SULTANS

Winds permitting, the best way to approach Kilwa Kisiwani (Kilwa on the Island) is by dhow, sitting beneath the billowing sail, with the island’s 19th-century Arabic fort silhouetted ahead on the shoreline. As you disembark, let yourself be transported through the centuries. A highlight is the beautiful Great Mosque, with its columns and graceful vaulted roofing, parts of which are still intact. Some sections date to the late 13th century, although most are 15th-century additions. Behind is a smaller, 15th-century mosque, which is considered to be the best-preserved of Kilwa’s buildings. Wander across the green lawns surrounding the crumbling remains of the mid-18th-century Makutani, a large, walled enclosure where some of the Kilwa sultans lived, or imagine yourself living in the imposing Husuni Kubwa (Great Palace), a once-massive complex of buildings covering close to a hectare. The complex, which is estimated to date from the 12th century or earlier, is set on a hill and must have once commanded great views over the bay. It’s easy to envision early rulers soaking themselves in the octagonal bathing pool. Afterwards, sail back to the mainland, camp on Kilwa Kisiwani (at the northeastern end near the Tanzania Wildlife Management Authority building) or continue on to the ruins of Songo Mnara.

Step into the Past at Offshore Ruins

RUINS, MANGROVES AND SNORKELLING LAGOON

Songo Mnara is less visited than Kilwa Kisiwani, and much more of a step back in time. The boat ride can be choppy, but once there you’ll feel far removed from modernity. To reach the ruins you’ll need to walk through the palms to a wonderful, narrow channel cut through the mangroves. If it’s high tide, expect waist-deep water; beach shoes are a good idea. Songo Mnara’s ruins, which date from the 14th and 15th centuries, are considered in some respects to be more architecturally significant than those at Kilwa Kisiwani, with one of the most complete town layouts along the coast, although they’re less visually impressive. You’ll see the remnants of a palace, several mosques, including the tower (mnara) for which the island is named, and numerous houses. Afterwards, tides permitting, you can go around the back of the island to a crystal-clear lagoon for snorkelling.


TOP KILWA SPOTS TO STAY & DINE

Kilwa Beach Lodge

An excellent setting on the sand at Masoko Pwani, comfortable eco-rooms and excursions. $$

Kilwa Bandari Lodge

Tidy rooms and a convenient location just up from the ferry dock. $

Slow Leopard

A backpacker-style place on Jimbiza Beach with spacious rooms, a rooftop deck, garden hammocks and a restaurant that also takes walk-ins. $

Kilwa Dreams

On lovely Masoko Pwani, with a handful of spartan but well-tended bungalows and home-roasted cashews. $$

Kilwa Pakaya

In the centre of Jimbiza Beach, with rooms in a multi-storey block to the back, all with sea views. $$

RRN Restaurant

On the main road with tasty, inexpensive, local-style meals. $

Kilwa Masoko Night Market

Grilled pweza (octopus), mishikaki (grilled meat skewers) and other snacks. $



SOUTHEASTERN TANZANIA BEACHES

Masoko Pwani

Long stretch of white sand in Kilwa Masoko; fish market.

Mange Sandbank

Stunning white sand, clear turquoise waters and snorkelling in Mafia Archipelago.

Fanjove Island

Clear, fish-filled waters, white sand, crabs and sea birds; in Kilwa area.

Tropical Island Getaway

SEA BIRDS AND SNORKELLING

Just offshore from Kilwa is the Songo Songo Archipelago, an ecologically important area for nesting sea turtles and marine birds. Together with the nearby Rufiji River delta and the Mafia Archipelago, it has been declared a Wetland of International Importance under the Ramsar Convention. Experience its beauty at Fanjove, a low-key island eco getaway.

Carved Doorways in Kilwa Kivinje

HISTORICAL BUILDINGS AND ACOLOURFUL DHOW PORT

Tiny Kilwa Kivinje (Kilwa of the Casuarina Trees) is a lively dhow port and historical treasure trove. In the early 19th century Omani Arabs from Kilwa Kisiwani established a base here following the fall of the Kilwa sultanate. By the mid-19th century the settlement had become a hub of the regional slave-trading network, and by the late 19th century it was a German administrative centre. With the abolishment of the slave trade and German wartime defeats, Kilwa Kivinje’s brief period in the spotlight came to an end. Today it’s a crumbling, moss-covered and atmospheric relic of the past with a small-town feel and an intriguing mixture of German colonial and Omani Arab architecture.

In theory, Kivinje can only be visited with a guide from the Kilwa Islands Tour Guides Association in Kilwa Masoko, although in practice it’s usually possible to start directly in Kivinje and arrange a guide there. Start near the German Boma and India Street, which is lined with small shops and houses, many with beautiful, carved doorways. Nearby is a mosque, which locals claim has been in continuous use since the 14th century, and a warren of back streets, with children playing on the streets and women sorting huge trays of dagaa (tiny sardines) for drying in the sun. Nearby on the water is the bustling dhow port, where fishers repair their nets in the shade and brightly painted vessels set off for Songo Songo, Mafia and other coastal ports. Before leaving, check out the small monument next to the hospital – a somber memorial to Tanzanians who were hung during the Maji Maji rebellion.


MAJI MAJI REBELLION

The Maji Maji rebellion was a revolt against German colonial rule that swept through southern Tanzania between 1905 and 1907. Although the Tanzanian warriors were unsuccessful from a military perspective, the rebellion was significant: it united various tribal groups in the fight against colonial rule, and contained some of the earliest seeds of Tanzania’s independence struggle. Its name comes from the belief held by many of the warriors that water (maji) from a certain spring would protect them from enemy bullets. The local heroes who lost their lives in the rebellion are commemorated each year at Nandete, near Kipatimu.



Rebellion History & Sacred Caves

CRADLE OF TANZANIAN INDEPENDENCE

Tucked away in the Matumbi Hills, about 120km northwest of Kilwa Masoko, is the Kipatimu area and Nandete village, the birthplace of the Maji Maji rebellion. The spark that ignited the conflict began when two local warriors, Lindimio Mcheka and Ngulumbalio Mandai, reacting to the colonial government’s forced cotton plantings, began to uproot cotton seedlings in protest. Today the site is commemorated with a memorial, plus weapons and other war artefacts. Nearby is the entrance to the 7km-long Nang’oma (Nandembe) cave system, one of Tanzania’s largest. It was used by the local Matumbi people for shelter during the rebellion. The cave also houses the water source (from which the Maji Maji rebellion gets its name) used by Chief Kinjikitile Ngwale. Today the caves are venerated as a sacred space, home to the spirits of the ancient chiefs. According to tradition, visitors should remove their shoes before entering, although this requirement is often waived. Guides from the Kilwa Masoko tourist information office can help you arrange a day visit. Alternatively, a daily bus goes to Kipatimu from both Kilwa Masoko and Dar es Salaam along the tarmac main road to the Njia Nne turnoff, from where it’s about 50km further to Kipatimu, and 5km beyond that on foot or motorcycle taxi to the entrance of Nang’oma Cave. Each year in mid-August there is a ceremony marking the end of the rebellion. If travelling by public transport, you’ll need to sleep in Kipatimu, as buses from both Dar es Salaam and Kilwa only arrive in the afternoon.


GETTING AROUND

Bicycle rental for Kilwa Kivinje visits can be arranged in Kilwa Masoko with the Kilwa Island Tour Guides Association. Allow about two hours each way (18km on tarmac, and 7km on dirt and sand). It’s also possible to travel by taxi or bajaji. Motorised boats to Kilwa Kisiwani take about 10 minutes, and up to 90 minutes to Songo Mnara. Fanjove is reached by air from Dar es Salaam or Mafia Island to Songo Songo Island, followed by a 30- to 60-minute boat transfer to Fanjove.





MTWARA & MIKINDANI
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Tanzania’s southeasternmost corner, centred around the regional hub of Mtwara and the historic town of Mikindani, seems like a land apart, far removed from the development and bustle of the north. It’s an ideal base if you’re seeking to experience Tanzania away from the popular safari circuits and immerse yourself in local life. Spend your days browsing at market stalls overflowing with spices, fruits and vegetables. Dine on freshly grilled fish. Kayak or dive around Mikindani Bay. Visit remote villages, relax on deserted stretches of white sand and snorkel around pristine coral reefs. Travel in Mtwara and Mikindani is very much a do-it-yourself adventure, without the neatly packaged itineraries of the north, but that is a big part of the area’s appeal. Before you know it, the time you planned will be over and you’ll be wanting to extend and do it all again.
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SIGHTS

1ADEA Museum

2Ayayoru Carvings &Tours

3Msangamkuu Peninsula

4Museum

5Shangani Beach

6St Paul’s Church

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

7Eco2 Diving

8German Boma

9Old Slave Market

SLEEPING

10Drive-In Garden & Cliff Bar

see 1Naf Blue View Hotel

see 8Old Boma Hotel

11Southern Cross Hotel

12Ten Degrees South

EATING

13Himo 2

DRINKING

14Hip Hop Bar

15Mikindani Yacht Club

SHOPPING

16Old Market

TRANSPORT

17Msangamkuu Ferry Dock




TOP TIP

The Mtwara and Mikindani area has enough attractions to keep you busy for weeks. Mikindani’s hotels make fine bases, and can help you organise diving (including diving certification), snorkelling and excursions in the area. The owners of Ten Degrees South are a wealth of information for independent travellers.



Explore Mtwara

SUN-BAKED PORT TOWN

Over the years, Mtwara has had many incarnations: obscure fishing village; centre of the failed post-WWII East African Groundnut Scheme; major regional port; and now starting point of the Mtwara-Dar es Salaam natural gas pipeline. Yet, as grand plans have risen and fallen around its periphery, the town has remained at heart an agreeable, low-key place with easy access to lovely beaches and underwater treasures. Its good infrastructure also makes it a useful way station if you’re travelling between Tanzania and Mozambique, or westward towards Songea via Masasi and Tunduru. The main areas of interest are Shangani Beach, edging Mtwara to the northwest, the bus stand, about 40 minutes on foot southeast of Shangani, and the business and banking area in between. After orienting yourself, spend time visiting the Old Market, near the bus stand, with its colourful textiles, traditional medicinal section and baskets of cloves, cardamom and other spices. Learn about Makonde, Makua and Yao culture at the fascinating ADEA Museum, 500m northwest of the bus stand. Walk along the now mostly shuttered Aga Khan Street, with its old Indian trading houses dating to the late 1950s and 1960s. Stop by St Paul’s Church in Majengo, southeast of the Old Market, with its remarkable interior artwork, or call in at Ayayoru Carvings & Tours, on the edge of the business district, to check out its collection of woodcarvings and other crafts. Finish with a swim (high tide only) at the modest Shangani Beach, or enjoy sundowners at Southern Cross Hotel, overlooking the bay.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN MIKINDANI & MTWARA

Ten Degrees South, Mikindani

Everything a hotel should be: socially and environmentally conscious in the best way, quietly making all the right choices; comfortable rooms; great food; and the affiliated Eco2 Diving next door. $$

Old Boma Hotel, Mikindani

Housed in the beautifully restored old German boma and now run as a vocational training centre, with lovely, atmospheric rooms, a sparkling pool, garden restaurant and views over Mikindani Bay. $$

Southern Cross Hotel, Mtwara

Pleasantly faded, high-ceilinged bungalows and a restaurant overlooking the bay. $

Drive-In Garden & Cliff Bar, Mtwara

Camping, no-frills rooms and a garden restaurant opposite the seafront in Shangani. $

Naf Blue View Hotel, Mtwara

Clean budget rooms near the bus stand. $



WHERE TO EAT IN MIKINDANI & MTWARA

Ten Degrees South, Mikindani

Southern Tanzania’s best pizzas, plus vegetarian dishes, fresh prawns, wraps and more. $$

Southern Cross Hotel, Mtwara

A fine waterside setting at the end of Shangani Beach, tasty fish and meat grills, and occasional weekend buffets. $$

Himo 2, Mtwara

A local-style eatery with fresh juices, chicken, fish, beans and other standards; closed during Ramadan. $

Swahili Trading Town

OLD STONE TOWN AND SWAHILI CULTURE

Tiny Mikindani, a former trading outpost set directly on Mikindani Bay, is a fine place to step back in time and get a feel for life on the Swahili Coast. Take a stroll at sunrise, watching the town awaken. Local women cook bagia (fried snacks) on their porches, men in their white kanzu (robes) and kofia (embroidered hats) gather around the mosque for prayer, and the rising sun illuminates sandy lanes winding inland past small houses and verdant fields. In the historic mji mkongwe, or stone town, watch for carved wooden doorways and the imposing German boma, which was built in 1895 as a fort and administrative centre and is now beautifully restored as a hotel. Nearby is the old slave market, its once-open arches now filled in. It houses a small tourist information office, where you can arrange an English-speaking guide. Diagonally opposite is Mikindani’s worthwhile museum, notable for its Makonde masks and historical documentation.

After exploring, arrange an excursion with one of the hotels: kayak to Pemba village, across Mikindani Bay; snorkel in Mnazi Bay-Ruvuma Estuary Marine Park; relax at Mikindani’s modest yacht club, 2km east of town; or dive with Eco2 Diving (which is also the place to go to arrange kayaking). At sunset, enjoy drinks and views over the water from the raised terrace at Ten Degrees South or – local style – at tiny Hip Hop Bar, accessed via the passageway next to Dizzo’s Hair Cutting Salon, just before the bridge at Mikindani’s western end.

Go Diving & Spot Humpbacks

SEA TURTLES AND HUMPBACK WHALES

See sea turtles around March and April, dive past mola-mola (sunfish) in June and July, spot humpback whales beginning in August, enjoy prime water and weather conditions through October, participate in ongoing coral restoration work and see colourful corals and an abundance of pelagics in any month. The Mtwara-Mikindani area makes an excellent diving base throughout the year. The friendly and professional Eco2 Diving (eco2diving.com) is at the centre of things, offering personalised instruction, and diving, non-diving and whale-spotting excursions in and around Mtwara and Mikindani. Crowds are nonexistent, travel time to most dive sites is short, and conditions are generally reliable year-round, with the exception of the January to March rainy season.


THE MAKONDE

Tanzania’s Makonde originated in northern Mozambique, where many still live. Like most groups in this region, the Makonde are matrilineal. Children and inheritances normally belong to the woman, and it’s common for husbands to move to their wife’s village after marriage. Settlements are widely scattered – possibly a remnant of the days when the Makonde sought to evade slave raids – and there is no tradition of a unified political system. Each village is governed by a hereditary chief and a council of elders. Many Makonde still adhere to traditional religions, with the complex spirit world given its fullest expression in their carvings.



MSIMBATI TRIP PLANNER

Eco2 Diving

One of Southeastern Tanzania’s top operators: no crowds, personalised instruction and excursions also for non-divers.

Nanano Beach Resort

Camp or stay in a rustic cabin on the beach, with freshly caught fish meals and evening bonfires under the stars. $

Local fishers

Find them on the beach selling the catch of the day, which you can then have prepared for a simple, tasty meal. $

Going Off-Grid in a Marine Park

DESERTED BEACHES AND COLOURFUL CORALS

Mnazi Bay-Ruvuma Estuary Marine Park encompasses a narrow sliver of coastline extending from Msangamkuu Peninsula in the north to the Mozambique border in the south. In addition to about 5000 people, it is home to more than 400 marine species. The plan is for the struggling park to become the core of a conservation area extending as far south as Pemba (Mozambique), but for now it’s completely off-grid – which is a large part of its charm – with only the most basic infrastructure. The Msimbati Peninsula and Mnazi Bay form the heart of the park. The journey starts southeast of Mtwara, following a picturesque road winding past small villages and stands of palms and cashew trees for about 40km to the entry gate. Once through, head to the beach, either at tiny Nanano Beach Resort on Msimbati Peninsula’s eastern side, or at Ruvula, a few kilometres further, near the army outpost on the peninsula’s northwestern edge. Using Nanano as a base, stroll on the sand, explore low, nearby dunes, picnic on a small island or walk to Ruvula to take in the spectacular sunsets. At the village near Nanano you can see how traditional brew is made or learn to cook local style. Except for the daily marine park fee and taxi fare, costs are minimal. The marine park shares space with Mtwara’s natural gas company, which is based near the entrance, but once inside the park this mostly fades into the background.
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Mikindani Bay | Vincent van Zeijst, CC BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


MIKINDANI HISTORY

Mikindani rose to prominence as a major dhow port and a terminus for trade caravans from Lake Nyasa. By the late 15th century these networks extended across southern Tanzania as far as Zambia and present-day Democratic Republic of Congo. Following a brief downturn in fortunes, trade in slaves, ivory and copper increased in the mid-16th century as Mikindani came under the domain of the sultan of Zanzibar. After slave trading was banned, Mikindani’s economy declined until the late 1880s, when the German colonial government made its regional headquarters here and began sisal, coconut, rubber and oilseed production. However, this boom was shortlived. With the arrival of the British and the advent of larger ocean-going vessels, Mikindani’s port was abandoned in favour of Mtwara’s superior harbour.



A Sunrise Walk

FISH MARKET AND FERRY

If you’re based in Mtwara’s Shangani area, it’s an easy walk to the Msangamkuu ferry dock. The dock area is a hive of activity just after sunrise, with fishing dhows offloading the night’s catch, women cooking vitumbua (rice cakes) and grilled pweza and vendors hawking their wares. Buy a cup of tea, take a seat under the shade of one of the large baobabs and enjoy the scene. The small ferry plies throughout the day between the dock and Msangamkuu Peninsula, which has white sands that stretch in an arc around Mtwara Bay. The peninsula’s northeastern edge is part of the Mnazi Bay-Ruvuma Estuary Marine Park, while the area on the southwestern tip opposite the ferry dock is a fishing village backed by some beaches, where you can relax and swim. It’s best to visit in a group. Note that the posted ferry departures are listed in Swahili time.


GETTING AROUND

Bajaji and taxis are the easiest ways to get between Mtwara and Mikindani. Bajaji also make spread-out Mtwara easier to cover. Mikindani-based hotels can help you arrange transport for excursions to Mnazi Bay-Ruvuma Estuary Marine Park and to destinations beyond Mtwara and Mikindani. To visit the marine park with public transport, take a dalla-dalla (pick-up truck) from Mtwara to the park gate, from where you can walk or arrange a motorcycle taxi to the beaches. Note that the Tanzania-Mozambiqiue border post south of Msimbati is currently closed.






Beyond Mtwara & Mikindani
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The area around Mtwara & Mikindani is well off the beaten track, dotted with small towns and attractive beaches. Inland are the Makonde and Rondo Plateaus.


Mtwara and Mikindani are a springboard to seldom-visited coastal areas and remote inland towns. A highlight is the regional capital of Lindi, about 100km up the coast from Mtwara, with an easy pace and lovely nearby beaches. About 150km inland from Lindi is the frontier outpost of Masasi, which makes a convenient stop if you’re travelling further west towards Songea. It’s also a possible way station on an offbeat loop that continues to Newala – the main town on the Makonde Plateau – and then back to Mtwara. The entire area is little-travelled and remote, with local-style meals and guesthouses often the only options, but this is what makes exploring here so interesting.
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Lindi Bay | Ariadne Van Zandbergen/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

Until the security situation in northern Mozambique eases, it’s best not to travel within about 25km of the border, including to Lukwika-Lumesule Game Reserve. Check your country’s travel advisory pages for updates.



A Day of Sightseeing

LIVELY DHOW PORT AND LOVELY BEACHES

Lindi, about two hours by bus from Mtwara, was once part of the sultan of Zanzibar’s domain, a terminus of the slave caravan route from Lake Nyasa, regional colonial capital, and the main town in southeastern Tanzania. With the abolition of the slave trade and the rise of Mtwara as a local hub, Lindi slipped into a slow decline, from which it has yet to recover. Today, it’s a lively, pleasant place, ideal for getting a taste of life on the coast. Its small dhow port bustles with local coastal traffic, a smattering of carved doorways and crumbling ruins line the dusty streets, and a Hindu temple and Indian merchants serve as a reminder of once-prosperous trade routes to the east. Starting at the dinosaur roundabout, make your way past Mashujaa Amusement Park to the coastal promenade. Follow this around to the dhow port, stopping perhaps at Santorini or at Makuti Bar for a drink. From the dhow port, continue to the historical part of town, with its remains of the old German boma and the ruins of an Omani Arab tower, before cutting inland to Makongoro St, with its Indian trading shops, Hindu temple and mosque. After-wards, spend the rest of your time on the beach. Mitema Beach, 6km north of town, is the closest stretch of sand, but it’s better to hire a bajaji, cross the Lukeludi River on the small vehicle ferry (‘pontoon’) to the Kitunda Peninsula, and carry on over the hill to the white sands and blue waters of Shuka Beach, where you can spend the afternoon or camp overnight at Kuchele Utalii.
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BRACHIOSAURUS BRANCAI

About 100km northwest of Lindi is Tendaguru, the site of one of the most significant palaeontological finds in history. From 1909 to 1912 a team of German palaeontologists unearthed the remains of more than a dozen different dinosaur species, including the skeleton of Brachiosaurus brancai, the largest known dinosaur in the world at that time. The Brachiosaurus skeleton is now on display at the Museum of Natural History in Berlin. Scientists are unsure why so many dinosaur fossils were discovered in the region, although it is thought that flooding or some other natural catastrophe was the cause of the dinosaurs’ demise. Today, Tendaguru is of interest mainly to hardcore palaeontologists. Tourism development is planned for the future.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN LINDI

Seaview Beach Resort

A popular choice, with a pool, restaurant and children’s play area on the beach. Music can be loud on weekends. $$

Africa Night Lodge

Opposite the easy-to-find Brigita Dispensary, with clean rooms with fan and TV but no food. $

Kuchele Utalii

On Shuka Beach, across the Lukeludi River, with chilled waterside camping and meals. $

Get Off the Beaten Track Around Masasi & Newala

REMOTE TOWNS AND COOL PLATEAUS

The pleasantly nondescript town of Masasi, a three- to four-hour bus ride from Mtwara, was founded in the early 20th century by Anglican missionaries and freed slaves from Zanzibar, and you can visit the still-active mission and cathedral on the lower slopes of Mtandi Hill, where you can also hike. Approaching Masasi from the east, you’ll pass Nyengedi village (about 90km before Masasi) and the turnoff to the Rondo Plateau, part of which is protected as the Rondo Nature Forest Reserve. On the plateau’s edge, at St Cyprian’s college, is Rondo chapel, with stained-glass windows designed by Jonathan Kingdon, author of the widely used East African Mammals field guide. You can hike and camp in the reserve, which begins a few kilometres from Ntene village, and there’s also a basic guesthouse affiliated with the Anglican mission. About 10km west of Nyengedi is the turnoff for Mahiwa, site of one of WWI’s bloodiest Africa battles, in which German and British forces (primarily Nigerian and South African troops) fought, with more than 2000 people killed. About 40km beyond, at Ndanda, is a large Benedictine monastery founded by German missionaries in 1906 and notable for its altar painting, and for the adjoining hospital – the region’s major health clinic. From Masasi, the next stop is Newala, on the Makonde Plateau. Thanks to its perch at 780m altitude, it offers a pleasantly brisk climate, with views over the Ruvuma River valley and into Mozambique. At the edge of the escarpment is the old German boma (now the police station) and the Shimo la Mungu (Hole of God) viewpoint. Return to Mtwara via the southern route.
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Beach near Lindi | Khalidsalewa, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


BEST PLACES TO SLEEP IN MASASI & NEWALA

St Anne’s Resthouse

A mission-run place near the Anglican cathedral in Mtandi neighbourhood, just northeast of Masasi. $

BR Hotel

No-frills rooms just a short walk east of the Masasi bus stand. $

Kayanda Sun

Tidy rooms and meals near Newala’s bus stand; follow the main road around past the petrol station. $

Sollo’s Country Lodge

Clean rooms and a restaurant in central Newala, 1.5km from the bus stand. $




GETTING AROUND

Vehicle rental with driver can be arranged with hotels in Mikindani to reach the Rondo Plateau. You can also hike (about 25km) up to the plateau from Nyengedi village. Buses ply regularly between Mtwara and Lindi. Masasi is well connected by bus with Mtwara, Lindi and Newala.







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Tanzania. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Tanzania and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Tanzania is well served with international airports, and visitors tend to arrive at one of three main options. Julius Nyerere International Airport (DAR) is handy for ongoing connections through Dar es Salaam domestic airport and for the mainland coast. Zanzibar’s Abeid Amani Karume International Airport (ZNZ) is the main beach-holiday hub, while Kilimanjaro International Airport (JRO) offers easy access to northern destinations and parks.
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Visas

Apply for e-visas through visa.immigration.go.tz. An Ordinary Visa (single entry) is usually issued for maximum 90 days. Current ruling says that US citizens must apply for a multiple-entry visa even for a short holiday.




SIMs & Phone Coverage

Prepaid SIM starter packs are most easily purchased on arrival at the airport, where English-speaking staff can upload for you. Vodacom, Airtel and Tigo all operate throughout the country and top-ups are available in most towns.




Ride Hailing

The Bolt app (similar to Uber) works well in most cities and you can choose to travel by boda-boda (motorcycle taxi), bajaji (tuk-tuk) or car. Locations aren’t always accurate, so drivers will usually call you to confirm the pickup point.




Self-Drive Border Crossing

To enter Tanzania with your own vehicle, you’ll need the vehicle’s registration papers, your international driving licence and a temporary import permit or a carnet de passages en douane.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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Ban on Plastics

In July 2019, Tanzania passed a highly laudable ruling making possession of plastic bags illegal in mainland Tanzania. It’s important to bear in mind from your point of departure that even luggage-wrapping is now considered illegal. All plastic bags must be disposed of before exiting the airport and – while there are bins near the baggage carousels in international airports – ideally it’s better to not enter with them at all. Possession of a plastic bag could lead to a fine. An exception is made for reusable zip-lock bags for personal items, but you must take them out of the country when you leave.






Getting Around

Getting around in Tanzania is time-consuming, though better roads under construction and high-speed railway lines will eventually slice travelling times.



TRAVEL COSTS

4WD rental
From US$150/day

100km bus ride
Tsh5000

Petrol
Tsh2800/litre

One-hour bajaji city tour
Tsh4000



Urban Transport

Taxis, bajaji and boda-boda are widely available. Boda-boda are capable of zipping through the rush-hour traffic, but this comes with a safety consideration. Boda-boda are often fitted with extended umbrella-style covers.

Safari Vehicles

The vehicles of choice at most camps and lodges are high-ground-clearance 4WDs with open sides and a canvas roof. Steps are often provided for anyone who struggles to climb in.

HIRE CARS

It’s hard to beat the sense of freedom that a hire car brings, especially a 4WD with camping gear. It’s not a budget option (prices for a well-maintained 4WD start at US$150), but four people travelling together – with a roof tent and a dome tent – could make surprising savings on transport and accommodation. A level of African off-roading experience is advisable (including an awareness of how to handle a vehicle around elephants etc), but this could be the most unforgettable safari experience you’ll ever have.


TIP

You may often find yourself beyond the range of phone data; scan this QR code to download offline maps for Tanzania:
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left.
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Speed limit is 80km/h on highways and 40km/h in most national parks.

.08

Blood alcohol limit is 0.08%.




Buses & Dalla-Dalla

Long-distance buses come in a variety of forms, from luxurious to decrepit. Try to avoid rear seats, which magnify bumps. Dalla-dalla (minibuses) are most widely used within towns and to connect outlying communities. While great for meeting locals, they can be dangerously overloaded.




Road Conditions

Construction work on many highways has led to rougher travelling conditions in the short term. Much of the coastal ‘highway’ north of Dar es Salaam, for example, has temporarily been relegated to a dirt track. In most parts of the country, don’t expect to average much more than 40km/hr over a long trip.




Domestic Flights

Precision Air (precisionairtz.com) and Auric Air (auricair.com) serve much of the country, even flying into the smallest dirt landing strips in remote national parks. Beware that schedules can change since it’s not unusual for detours to be added en route. A seemingly direct flight can sometimes involve several stops.








Money

CURRENCY: TANZANIAN SHILLING (TZS OR TSH)
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Cash

Cash is king in most areas. With US$1 exchanging for a little over Tsh2300, get acquainted with denominations as soon as possible. (You don’t want to realise later that you inadvertently handed over a Tsh10,000 note for what should have been a Tsh1000 purchase.) Lodges and camps usually accept payments in US dollars.

ATMs

ATMs are not widely available beyond the large towns (where they’re most often found near malls and supermarkets). Be sure to withdraw sufficient quantities when opportunity allows and, if possible, opt for a machine that dispenses smaller notes since large notes can be hard to break in rural communities.

Credit Cards

Credit cards are only accepted at Western-style hotels, malls and restaurants. A Visa or MasterCard is required for paying park fees at most national parks. Consider travelling with two or more cards – ideally issued by a different bank – in case one is inexplicably declined, lost or eaten.


CUTTING THE COSTS ON SAFARI

Tanzanian national park entry costs are among the world’s highest. Travelling in the low season is the most obvious price-slashing ploy; the disadvantages are low visibility (thanks to high grass and dense vegetation) and the fact that wildlife has no need to gather. If you go in October/November, you may catch the southbound migration in the Serengeti’s lesser-known north, as opposed to the busy northbound migration that takes place in June/July from the central Serengeti. For huge savings (up to US$300 per day for a family), choose a hotel outside the national park over a lodge within the park.




HOW MUCH FOR A…

a local SIM
from around Tsh120,000 for 60GB

a dalla-dalla ride
around Tsh4000/hour

a long-distance taxi ride
around Tsh70,000/hour

a large bottle of water
Tsh2000



HOW TO… Reduce the Risk of Credit Card Fraud

A separate credit card loaded with limited funds – but with the ability to top up from a connected account – will reduce the risk at dodgy ATMs or of credit-card fraud in general. Don’t keep all your cards in the same place when travelling.
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LOCAL TIP

Tipping should be considered optional. Gratuities have, however, become an integral part of the safari industry and your driver and camp staff will appreciate your generosity. (Around 10% is usually appropriate.)








Accommodation

Luxury Hotels

Tanzania has hotels to suit every taste and budget, right up to the ritziest beachfront properties, such as Park Hyatt Zanzibar. Beyond the main cities and tourist areas, however, ‘luxury’ is very much a relative term. Many safari newbies are surprised to discover the level of luxury that is available at well-run high-end resorts even in remote wilderness areas.

Safari Lodges

Safari lodges are, by nature, invariably full-board and (usually) include basic activities in the package cost. Many first-time visitors to East Africa (even coming from other parts of Africa) are often surprised to discover that properties are rarely fenced. Security restrictions differ between camps, but askari (security guards) are on hand to chaperone guests where necessary.

Budget Sleeps

Budget accommodation spans the range from inner-city dorms to simple rented rooms at missions to rural homestays. Single rooms with private bathrooms might only cost slightly more than a dorm bed, but in the cheapest places a ceiling fan and a mosquito net might be all you get in the way of ‘luxuries’.

Tented Safari Camps

With an accommodation bill stretching into hundreds of dollars per night, many people are tempted to turn up their nose at the thought of sleeping ‘under canvas’. It’s difficult to exaggerate the level of luxury that’s possible at a high-end tented camp, however, and there’s an element of delightful romance to oil lamps and showers heated by donkey boilers.
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Types of Tented Camps

‘Mobile camps’ or ‘fly camps’ are temporary. The simplest can be set up even for a single night, but they are often relocated periodically to follow the migration. Some fly camps are removed through the rainy season. Environmentally conscious operators using these camps pride themselves on leaving a minimal footprint.

‘Permanent tented camps’ remain in the same place from season to season and are invariably fitted with plumbing and, usually, electricity. ‘Luxury safari camps’ always have private bathrooms, usually with plumbed showers, but sometimes hot water might be delivered upon demand.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a luxury hotel
from US$100

a national park tent
US$30

a backpacker guesthouse single room
$US8
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Bush Camping

Thanks to the availability and affordability of basic budget accommodation, backpacking with a tent is normally confined to the remotest highland trails. An opportunity to camp in national parks and reserves, however, not only offers the chance to get far off the beaten track but also goes a long way to offsetting the cost of a hired 4WD.








Health & Safe Travel

TRAVEL INSURANCE

It’s unwise to travel without travel insurance. Check the small print to make sure that ‘adventure activities’, such as scuba diving and mountain climbing, are included and to see what the policy covers regarding repatriation. Consider sharing details so that a travelling companion knows how to make contact with the policy holder in the event of a medical claim.
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Vaccinations

Travellers arriving from countries with a risk of yellow fever (or even transiting through such a country) may be asked to produce an International Certificate of Vaccination for yellow fever.

Scan this QR code for a list of vaccines that are recommended for Tanzania.
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Medical Care

Good medical care is available in Dar es Salaam and Dodoma, and reasonable-to-good care is available in Arusha and in some mission stations. Otherwise, you’ll need to go to Nairobi (Kenya), which is the main destination for medical evacuations from Tanzania. If you do fall ill in an unfamiliar area, ask staff at your hotel or resident expats where the best nearby medical facilities are; in an emergency, contact your embassy.


WATER FILTERS

Dehydration is a real risk in arid areas. A water filter, such as those made by Lifestraw (lifestraw.com), could be a life-saver.



NATURE’S ANIMAL-CROSSING WARNING SIGNS

Elephants
A wet zigzag line down the road could signify a male in musth.

Leopards
Footprint identifiable as a cat track (no claws showing) and most often alone.

Rhinoceroses
Black rhinos leave their mark in midden heaps of dung.

Wild dogs
Prints are similar to those of a hyena, but more symmetrical.

Lions
Footprint larger than leopard prints and sometimes as many as 20 cats together.

Terrorism

The vast majority of visits to Tanzania are completely trouble-free and the threat of terrorism is, in the main, considered minimal. However, some embassies recommend a 20km exclusion zone from the border with the Cabo Delgado province of Mozambique, due to the threat of attacks by Islamic extremist groups.


MALARIA

Recent reports claim that as high-altitude locations get warmer, the prevalence of malaria is on the rise in areas that have traditionally been malaria-free. It’s important to seek up-to-date medical advice prior to departure regarding the use of malaria prophylaxis. Some forms of prophylaxis involve starting the dose before your trip (usually two days) and continuing after you return (up to a week).



DANGERS & ANNOYANCES

Tanzania is in general a safe, hassle-free country. That said, you do need to take the usual precautions and keep up with travel advisories from your home government.

• Only take taxis from established taxi ranks or hotels, and never enter a taxi that already has someone else in it other than the driver.

• Avoid isolated areas, especially isolated stretches of beach. In cities and tourist areas take a taxi at night.

• Never pay any money for a safari or trek in advance until you’ve thoroughly checked out the company, and never pay any money at all outside the company’s office.

• Be wary of anyone who approaches you on the street, at the bus station or in your hotel offering safari deals or claiming to know you from elsewhere.

• In tourist areas, especially Arusha, Moshi and Zanzibar Island, touts can be quite pushy, especially around bus stations and budget tourist hotels. Do what you can to minimise the impression that you’re a newly arrived tourist: walk with purpose, and duck into a shop if you need to get your bearings or look at a map.

• Arriving for the first time at major bus stations, have your luggage as consolidated as possible, with your valuables well hidden under your clothes. Try to spot the taxi area before disembarking and make a beeline for it. It’s well worth a few extra dollars for the fare.


Pharmacies

Pharmacies in major towns are generally well stocked for commonly used items, and rarely require prescriptions; always check expiry dates. Antimalarials are relatively easy to obtain in larger towns. However, it’s recommended to bring antimalarials, as well as drugs for chronic diseases, from home.



SOLO TRAVEL IN TANZANIA

While solo travellers may be a minor curiosity in rural areas, especially solo women travellers, there are no particular issues with travelling solo in Tanzania, whether you’re male or female. The times when it’s advantageous to join a group are for safaris and treks (when going in a group can be a significant cost-saver) and when going out at night. If you go out alone at night, take taxis and use extra caution, especially in urban and tourist areas.

WOMEN TRAVELLERS IN TANZANIA

Women travellers are not likely to encounter many specifically gender-related problems. More often than not, you will meet only warmth, hospitality and sisterly regard. That said, you’re likely to attract some attention, especially if you’re travelling alone, so use common sense, trust your instincts and take the usual precautions when out and about.


RESOURCES

Fit for Travel
Information on how to stay safe and healthy in Tanzania.
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Centers for Disease Control & Prevention
Travel health notices alongside health and safety advice from the CDC.
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Food & Drink


Don’t Mix Your Drinks

Tanzania’s many varieties of local hooch and beer can be enough to get your head spinning before you even raise a glass. Pombe is home-brewed sugar-cane juice, extracted from the cane and then fermented. Mbege (banana beer) is often lumpier and mustier, with a disagreeable cheesy aroma. Mead-like wanzuki (honey beer) is more appealing. More potent (and illegal), gongo is usually made from maize or millet.



Where to Eat

Mama ntilie/lishe Slang collective name for female vendors who sell a variety of tasty, usually freshly produced snacks on the street.

Hoteli Slightly misleading name for a basic local eatery, often serving buffet-style food based on a heap of ugali or rice with a choice of toppings.

Indian restaurants Even relatively simple ones often have extensive menus with veg and non-veg versions of biryani, tikka, masala or vindaloo.

Western-style restaurants There’s seemingly no limit to the variety of dishes available, from Aussie steaks to pies and pizzas to fish and chips.
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MENU DECODER

chai ya asubuhi breakfast

chakula cha mchana lunch

chakula cha jioni dinner

chakula dish

kumbwe snack

baridi/joto cold/hot

chenye viungo spicy

na/bila with/without

nyama meat

nyama ng’ombe beef

nyama nguruwe pork

nyama ya ndama veal

nyama mbuzi mutton

mwanakondoo lamb

kuku chicken

samaki fish

chakula kutoka bahari seafood

ngisi squid

chaza oyster

kaa crab

mboga vegetables

dengu lentils

tunda fruit

mkate bread

wali rice

tambi pasta

jibini cheese

yai egg

pilipili pepper

chumvi salt

sukari sugar

maji water

maji ya madini mineral water

maziwa milk

jusi juice

kahawa coffee

chai tea

bia beer

mvinyo mwekundu red wine

mvinyo mweupe white wine



HOW TO… Avoid Ugali Blunders

Ugali, the Tanzanian national staple, made from maize flour – or sometimes cassava flour – is accompanied with a meat or vegetable stew known as mchuzi. The ugali is served in a stodgy heap, like uncooked bread dough, and is best eaten with the hand. There might be a hand basin for diners, but in the simplest eateries a waitress will hold a bowl and pour a jug of water over your hands before and after eating.

Keeping your left hand politely tucked under the table while you eat, take a small heap of ugali with the fingers of your right hand. Make an indentation with your right thumb, then dip it into the stew. Keep your elbow high to stop the stew from running down your arm until the moment you pop it into your mouth. It gets easier with practice.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

chipsi mayai (French fries omelette)
Tsh4000

a whole grilled tilapia
Tsh25,000

ugali and sauce
Tsh20,000

a large pizza
Tsh20,000

a cappuccino
Tsh4000

a fresh juice
Tsh2000–Tsh10,000

a large beer
Tsh6000

a dawa cocktail
Tsh18,000



HOW TO… Have a Vegetarian Meal

At face value it would seem that East Africa – legendary land of hunters – would be a difficult place to maintain a vegetarian diet. In many communities, though, meat is eaten so irregularly that vegetarian meals are not at all uncommon. In even the simplest hoteli (eatery), the staple ugali or rice can be accompanied with a vegetarian dish – invariably cheaper than its meat counterpart.

It’s worth remembering, too, that Tanzania’s large Indian population (about 60,000) has a wide and varied culinary tradition that focuses on vegetarian food. You’ll find street-stall samosas (traditionally served in veg and non-veg formats) to snack on, vegetarian biryani, tandoori vegetables and a wide range of aloo (potato), maharagwe (beans) and dhal (lentil) curries.

If you eat eggs and dairy products, there are also delicious egg curries and a wide array of yoghurt or sour-milk drinks. Look out for homemade lassi – usually in sweet, salted or mango flavours – or the traditional Swahili yoghurt drink known as mtindi.

Western-style restaurants in any large town will always have at least a couple of vegetarian options. If you’re struggling to find somewhere suitable, the best bet is often to ask an Indian shop owner for recommendations.
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Dining Etiquette

If you are eating in a private house, it’s considered polite to leave a little on your plate to show the host that you have eaten your fill.




Local Traditions

Tanzanian style is to eat with the hand from communal dishes in the centre of the table. There will always be somewhere to wash your hands – either a bowl and jug of water that are passed around, or a sink in the corner. Although food is shared, it is not customary to share drinks. Sodas are the usual accompaniment, and there will also usually be a pitcher of water, though this may be unpurified. Children generally eat separately. If there’s a toast, the common salutation is afya! – (to your) health!

Street snacks and meals on the run are common. European-style restaurant dining, while readily available in major cities, is not part of local culture. More common are large gatherings at home, or at a rented hall, to celebrate special occasions, with the meal as the focal point.

In restaurants catering to tourists, it’s usual to tip about 10% to 15%. Tipping isn’t expected in small local establishments, though rounding up the bill is always appreciated.
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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.

Plastic-Free Zone

It’s now illegal to bring plastic bags into Tanzania. While you can dispose of them at the airport baggage carousels after arriving, this is hardly solving the problem. Remember to leave your plastic bags at home.

Sustainable Scuba

Support ecofriendly scuba and snorkelling practices. Divers should avoid touching marine organisms and ensure that the dive-boat captain moors to a buoy rather than dropping an anchor on the sensitive reef.

Give Back

Avoid giving sweets to children in indigenous communities. Even such well-intended gifts as pens could be an incentive to avoid school rather than miss out on a handout from tourists. Instead, try to donate through a responsible organisation.

Dress to Impress

While beach attire is seen as increasingly normal on Zanzibar, female visitors should keep their knees and shoulders covered in conservative areas, especially in Stone Town and the predominantly Muslim cities of the Swahili Coast.
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In Mikindani and the Mafia Archipelago (Chole Island) there are coral restoration projects with volunteer opportunities for travellers. Kisampa Ecolodge near Saadani National Park also offers volunteer opportunities for visitors to engage in community projects or conservation.



Note that the payment of fees at national parks is usually made by credit card. Beware if you’re asked to pay in cash as it may be part of a scam, syphoning off cash that should be ploughed back into conservation.

 

A meaningful cultural encounter could become a highlight of your trip as well as a positive experience for a Tanzanian host. Stopping to spend time at a family home or Maasai manyatta (village) is infinitely better than a fleeting halt to snap photos.

Smooth Operators

Support tour operators and resorts/hotels/lodges that work closely with local communities. Asilia (asiliaafrica.com) camps, for example, are known for favouring local staff and empowering women in the safari industry.

It’s a Woman’s World

The safari industry has traditionally been dominated by males, but a few organisations are spearheading a change. Dunia Camp in the Serengeti has become famous as Tanzania’s first camp staffed entirely by women.
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Wildlife Free-for-All

Overcrowding in some national parks has led to ‘vehicle scrums’ that are invasive to wildlife. Guides are under pressure to secure once-in-a-lifetime sightings for their guests – but travellers should dissuade drivers from intrusive and belligerent practices.


Many hotels in Tanzania are yet to find an alternative to plastic water bottles, so bring a reusable one of your own.




Do not feed wild animals. Monkeys and baboons that become a nuisance sometimes have to be killed.




Green Gifts

It’s an offence to purchase souvenirs made from animal parts, including ivory, elephant hair, antelope horn or skins. Likewise, the trade in shells and corals has a detrimental effect on the marine habitat.




RESOURCES

responsibletravel.com Great resource for environmentally and culturally responsible tour operators.
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tanzaniaparks.go.tz Background info on all of Tanzania’s national parks.
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In 2019 Tanzania produced 350,000 tonnes of waste plastic. The blanket ban on plastic bags was expected to cut that figure by up to 70%.






LGBTIQ+ Travellers

The bad news first: homosexuality is illegal in Tanzania and same-sex marriage is not recognised. Now the good news...well, to be honest, there really isn’t a lot of good news, except to say that Tanzanian people from all walks of life and of all persuasions (religious and otherwise) tend to be welcoming and hospitable.


Gay-Friendly Locales

Zanzibar, Dar es Salaam and Arusha have discreet (underground) gay scenes, and top-end resorts and lodges are widely accepted as gay-friendly. You would be unlikely to encounter any hostility on the street, but it would nevertheless be wise for LGBTIQ+ travellers to refrain from public displays of affection in cities and traditional villages. Once in the environs of a beach resort or high-end safari lodge, it’s unlikely that you will be forced to maintain a high level of secrecy.
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Religious Sensibilities

Tanzania is essentially a conservative culture, and one in three Tanzanians are Muslim. It’s unwise to flaunt sexuality (of any persuasion) and – especially along the coastline – it’s sensible to maintain a low profile in a country where your sexuality is criminalised.



Freedom of Speech

Not surprisingly, the vast majority of same-sex Tanzanians go to great extremes to hide their identity. A small but determined pro-LGBTIQ+ movement has been criminalised and persecuted and, in 2018, an anti-gay surveillance force was set up under the former president John Magufuli’s administration. In 2022, information minister Nape Nnauye declared that the state would crack down on social media groups whose members shared pro-LGBTIQ+ messages.


DRACONIAN LAWS

Being charged with being an LGBTIQ+ individual can land Tanzanians in prison – for life. Hopes that Samia Suluhu Hassan might be more liberal were dashed when, in March 2023, the women’s wing of her ruling party put forward a demand for the castration of convicted homosexuals to be implemented.



Resources

Out 2 Africa (out2africa.com) Sound source of information for LGBTIQ+ visitors to Tanzania, which recommends gay-friendly destinations and luxury properties.

Every Queer (everyqueer.com) Excellent insights and valid advice – for travellers of all budgets, from backpackers to luxury – on stress-free LGBTIQ+ travel in Tanzania.


Group Travel

It seems unfair to even suggest the need to subdue your sexuality, but some same-sex couples feel that travelling among a mixed group of individuals can provide a level of ‘camouflage’.








Accessible Travel

As a destination that is largely focused on wilderness travel, Tanzania may not seem to be a logical first choice for visitors with a disability. On the plus side, though, travellers who take the plunge find that a local population of friendly, helpful people can help to resolve most issues.


Getting Around

Tanzanian towns can be hard to negotiate for people with mobility issues. Walkways are often badly maintained and traffic can be erratic. Public transport rarely makes any attempt to accommodate people with disabilities.


Airports

The main international airports are well equipped for travellers with mobility issues. Accessing the national parks by air can be more of an issue. With space often severely restricted, it’s wise to opt for overland access in a suitable vehicle.




Accommodation

Some lodges have wheelchair-accessible rooms. Few hotels have elevators and many have steep, narrow stairwells, especially in Stone Town on Zanzibar Island. Grips or railings in the bathrooms are rare.



TOILETS

While tourist-level hotels and restaurants usually have Western-style sit-down toilets, the far more common squat toilets can present a problem for elderly travellers or travellers with limited mobility.

4WDs

The typical wildlife-viewing vehicles of choice are 4WDs with high ground clearance, and although steps are often provided they can be a struggle for elderly people or anyone with mobility issues.

Minibuses

Minibuses are widely available and can be chartered for transport and for customised safaris. Large or wide-door vehicles can also be arranged through car-rental agencies in Dar es Salaam and with Arusha-based tour operators.

PARKS & RESERVES

Even the most accessible camps in national parks and reserves work hard to maintain a natural environment, with natural (stone or dirt) walkways, and suites, tents and bungalows tend to be raised above the ground. If this is likely to be an issue, travellers with limited mobility would be best advised to check directly with properties in advance.


RESOURCES

Vic Consult Tours & Safaris (vicconsultsafaris.com) Tanzania-based, with itineraries that are suitable for mature travellers, slow walkers and wheelchair users.

Disabled Holidays (disabledholidays.com) Can arrange beach holidays in Zanzibar as well as safaris in Serengeti and Ngorongoro.

RTC Travel (disabledaccessholidays.com) Its website is described as an ‘Accessible Accommodation Directory for Disabled People’.




Take a Break

Wildlife viewing often occupies seven to eight hours each day, so it’s advisable to factor in rest days during your safari.








Family Travel

Combining tropical beaches, endless adventure activities, exciting towns and some of the best safari locations on the planet, Tanzania has the potential to be an ideal holiday destination for kids (or anyone else) with a limited attention span.


Beach & Bush

Maximise excitement by combining a week at the beach with a safari. Zanzibar is the most popular choice for a beach holiday, but consider the more low-key Swahili Coast on the mainland or even island-hopping on Lake Victoria. Asilia (asiliaafrica.com) combines a Serengeti safari with a stay on Rubondo Island, and Saadani National Park offers beach and bush in a single location.


Camping Adventures

Kids love camping, and a chance to sleep under canvas appeals to their sense of adventure in a way that even the most pampered luxury hotel is unlikely to live up to. Aim for camps with facilities designed to appeal to children.



Child-Friendly Towns

A city break might not be what springs to mind when you think of a Tanzanian holiday, but Mwanza (on Lake Victoria) and Tanga (on the northeast coast) are surprisingly kid-friendly cities. Both have several attractive accommodation options with pools and playgrounds. Moreover, the opportunity to buzz around in a bajaji (tuk-tuk) turns every outing into a roller-coaster ride.


Safaris for All Ages

A safari is rarely a viable option for very small children and, even for older kids, it pays to find properties with custom-designed activities to keep young guests entertained. While many lodges have a minimum age limit of 10, some accept toddlers.




Child-Friendly Attractions

Msasani Peninsula 
Family-friendly venues include Hotel Slipway where children under six stay in the parents’ room free of charge.

Saadani National Park 
Offers an unusually wide range of activities; the Saadani Safari Lodge caters to children from two years of age.

Saanane National Park 
An ideal introduction to African wildlife for a young child (just beware of the areas with steep rocks).

Mwanza 
Head for the resorts on Capri Point, especially the lakeside Hotel Tilapia with its swimming pool.
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KIDS ON SAFARI

A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to watch the Big Five – a childhood dream for many of us – all too often becomes a bore to a small child who’s confined to a safari vehicle for six or eight hours each day. It’s important to select a safari location that has a range of activities for variety: walks, night drives, kids’ clubs, craft classes, child-friendly bush skills…the options are endless.

Staying in unfenced accommodation in a Big Five park comes with certain risks, of course, and a child should never be allowed to walk around unaccompanied, even for a short distance.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Opening hours are generally as follows:

Banks and government offices 8am to 3.30pm Monday to Friday

Restaurants 7am to 9.30am, noon to 3pm and 6.30pm to 9.30pm; reduced hours low season

Shops 8.30am to 5pm or 6pm Monday to Friday, 9am to 1pm Saturday; often closed Friday afternoon for mosque services

Supermarkets 8.30am to 6pm Monday to Friday, 9am to 4pm Saturday, 10am to 2pm Sunday

Don’t Be Late

To a Tanzanian, the day starts at daylight. Thus 7am is the first hour or saa moja (asubuhi), midday is the sixth hour or saa sita mchana, while the first hour of the evening is 7pm or saa moja (jioni).


GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone GMT/UTC+3

Country Code 255

Emergency Number 112

Population 65.6 million




Drinking Water

Don’t drink tap water that hasn’t been boiled, filtered or chemically disinfected, and be wary of ice and fruit juices diluted with unpurified water.

Toilets

Toilet paper is rarely supplied in local toilets, so carry your own. Dispose of it in the bin that’s usually in the corner.



Electricity 230V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Note that dates for Islamic celebrations are dictated by the lunar cycle and therefore change each year.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Zanzibar Revolution Day 12 January

Ramadan start 11 March 2024 (1 March 2025)

Eid al-Fitr 8 April 2024 (31 March 2025)

Good Friday and Easter Monday March/April

Karume Day 7 April

Union Day 26 April

Labour Day 1 May

Eid al-Kebir 17 June 2024 (6 June 2025)

Saba Saba (Peasants’ Day) 7 July

Nane Nane (Farmers’ Day) 8 August

Eid al-Moulid 15 September 2024 (4 September 2025)

Nyerere Day 14 October

Independence Day 9 December

Christmas Day 25 December

Boxing Day 26 December






Language

In urban areas and tourist centres, you’ll be able to get by fine with English. In rural areas, knowledge of basic Swahili phrases will make your travels easier and more fun.


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 Asante a·san·tay

(very much). (sana). (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 oo·na·say·ma

Kiingereza? 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 (nne). nee sa (n·nay)

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)



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 loanwords.


The Lingo

The Swahili language gives English-speaking travellers a head start with some words that are easy to remember: stesheni (station); tiketi (ticket); ofisi (office); gesti (guesthouse); and hosteli and hoteli (although be aware that the latter is more often an eatery or drinking spot).

Language Courses

Tanzania is the best place in East Africa to learn Swahili, the country’s official language, together with English. Swahili in coastal areas, especially the Zanzibar Archipelago, is generally considered more pure than the Swahili spoken inland. Some schools can arrange home stays.

ELCT Language & Orientation School (studyswahili.com) Well-respected mission-run language school on the outskirts of Morogoro town.

KIU Ltd (swahilicourses.com) Swahili-language classes at various locations in Dar es Salaam, plus branches in Iringa and on Zanzibar Island.



WHO SPEAKS SWAHILI?

Swahili is the national language of Tanzania (as well as Kenya). It’s also the key language of communication in the wider East African region. This makes it one of the most widely spoken African languages. Although the number of speakers of Swahili throughout East Africa is estimated to be well over 50 million, it’s the mother tongue of only about five million people, and is predominantly used as a second language or a lingua franca by speakers of other African languages.
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STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Tanzanian life


A History of Tanzania in 15 Places

Tanzania’s history is woven with the threads of diverse cultures, turbulent events and triumphant perseverance.

Nasibu Mahinya

Meet the Tanzanians

Tanzanians are also known as Wabongo – meaning ‘the brainy’; discover what else makes them tick.

Nasibu Mahinya

The Wildlife of Tanzania

Witness primates, big cats, the ‘Big Five’, and the movement of the greatest mammal herds on Earth.

Anthony Ham

Living with Wildlife

Conservation is complicated for those who live alongside wildlife. Discover what this balancing act looks like in Tanzania.

Anthony Ham

A Bird’s-Eye View of Tanzania

Take in some of Africa’s most spectacular landscapes.

Mark Eveleigh

Bongo Flava: Tanzania’s Cultural Force

Feel the beat of the music that captures the spirit of the nation.

Nasibu Mahinya
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A HISTORY OF TANZANIA IN
15 PLACES


Tanzania’s history is as captivating as its breathtaking landscapes, woven with the threads of diverse cultures, turbulent events and triumphant perseverance. From the ancient Maasai people to the Swahili city-states, slave trade, European colonialism and post-independence struggles, this East African country has seen it all. By Nasibu Mahinya


TANZANIA IS A country that embodies the essence of Africa, with its vast plains teeming with wildlife, towering mountains and sun-drenched coastline. Its location on the equator gives it a unique blend of tropical and temperate climates. Its topography ranges from the sweeping savannahs of the Serengeti to the lush forests of the Usambara and Uluguru Mountains, and from the stunning beaches of Zanzibar to the snow-capped peaks of Mt Kilimanjaro.

However, Tanzania’s story is not just about its geography. Its political history is equally fascinating, with evidence of human habitation dating back more than two million years. Tanzania was a key centre of trade and commerce during the precolonial era, and the birthplace of the Swahili language, the lingua franca of East Africa.

The country’s political landscape has been shaped by iconic figures such as Julius Nyerere, a key figure in African politics who espoused socialism and championed pan-Africanism. Tanzania has also played an important role in regional and international affairs – from its involvement in the liberation struggles of southern African countries to its role as a peacekeeper in conflicts across the continent, Tanzania has done it all, and it doesn’t get more African than this.

1. Olduvai Gorge

HERE BEFORE EVERYONE

Beneath this rugged terrain in Serengeti-Ngorongoro Biosphere Reserve lie the fossilised remains of some of the earliest human ancestors. It was here that palaeoanthropologists Louis and Mary Leakey made their groundbreaking discoveries, unearthing the remains of Homo habilis, the earliest hominids, and transforming our understanding of human evolution, revealing the complex interplay between biology, environment and culture that led to our rise as a species. Others question whether the digging and extraction of fossils from this sacred site is ethical or respectful of the land’s cultural heritage. Are you wondering where the early ancestors went next?

2. Kondoa Rock-Art Site

GOD-MADE CANVAS

The rock paintings in Kondoa have puzzled historians and archaeologists for decades. These ancient artworks, etched into the rocks by skilled hands thousands of years ago, have long been shrouded in mystery. The white and red paintings depict elongated people, animals and hunting scenes which are largely attributed to the Cushitic and Nilotic pastoralist communities. Most historians believe they were painted by either the Maasai or the Sandawe. Regardless of their origins, there is no denying the power and beauty of these incredible creations, which continue to inspire and amaze us to this day.

3. German Boma, Bagamoyo

THE SLAVE TRADE

The Old Boma in Bagamoyo is of immense historic significance as it played a central role in the East African slave trade during the 19th century. Acting as a holding place for enslaved people before their transport to Zanzibar and beyond, it stands as a sombre reminder of this dark era. Today, the site attracts numerous visitors eager to delve into the region’s past, offering a poignant opportunity to learn about the transgressions and enduring legacy of the slave trade. The Old Boma serves as a powerful testament to the importance of acknowledging and understanding history.

4. Port of Dar es Salaam

BIRTHPLACE OF A HELL OF A CITY

Seen merely as a fishing village, Dar es Salaam city originated from the construction of the port in 1862 by Sultan Sayyid Majid bin Said of Zanzibar. Although abandoned after his death, it was later rebuilt in 1887 by the German East Africa Company. The port of Dar es Salaam handles about 90% of Tanzania’s international trade and is an important commercial centre connecting Tanzania to other African countries. The port’s managing body is Tanzania Port Authority; its head-office building, designed like a ship, stands 157m tall and soars higher than the controversies of its inefficiency.
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5. Livingstone Memorial Museum, Ujiji

‘DR LIVINGSTONE, I PRESUME?’

In 1866, explorer Dr David Livingstone set out on an expedition to Africa in search of the source of the Nile. When he stopped in Ujiji, Tanzania, in 1871, he was greeted by journalist Henry Morton Stanley with the famous words, ‘Dr Livingstone, I presume?’ Today, a monument and museum stand at the site, preserving the legacy of Livingstone’s courageous exploration and his fight against the Arab slave trade. While some have criticised Livingstone’s role in colonialism, his efforts to promote trade, abolish slavery and share knowledge of Africa’s cultures and resources with the world still have great importance in the history of humankind.

6. House of Wonders, Zanzibar Town

ZANZIBARI LUXURY

The House of Wonders was built in the late 19th century by Sultan Barghash, on the site of the 17th-century palace of Zanzibari queen Fatuma (who ruled Unguja in pre-sultanate Zanzibar). It was the first building in East Africa to have electricity and an elevator, therefore becoming a symbol of Zanzibar’s wealth and splendour. It was used as a palace, a reception hall for state occasions, and then as an administrative office during British rule. After the Zanzibar Revolution, it was turned into a school and finally into a museum. The building’s purpose in each era reflected the priorities of supreme power at the time.
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7. Iringa

SHOOT FIRST! TALK LATER?

In 1891, Emil von Zelewski marched to Iringa with an army of 13 Germans and 433 mercenaries. On their way they came across three Hehe men and shot them dead on sight. They continued on to Lugalo village, where Chief Mkwawa’s Hehe army of 3000 soldiers waited for them, hiding in the tall grass. Caught off guard, the German Schutztruppe was almost annihilated, sparing a few messengers who were sent back. The three Hehe men they killed were actually Mkwawa’s ambassadors sent to mediate a dialogue. The country’s largest army base, located in Dar es Salaam, is named after Lugalo village, which is just outside Iringa.

8. St Joseph’s Cathedral, Dar es Salaam

TAKE ME TO CHURCH

St Joseph’s Cathedral in Dar es Salaam is a masterpiece of architectural grandeur, built in Gothic style from 1897 to 1902 by German missionaries. The cathedral’s majestic design, with its ornate stained-glass windows and towering spires, has made it a cultural and religious icon in Tanzania, attracting worshippers and tourists alike. The cathedral has witnessed several significant historical events, including the consecration of the first African bishop in 1953 and the funeral of the first Tanzanian president, Julius Nyerere, in 1999. In 2014, the cathedral caught fire and part of the building was damaged.

9. WWI Graves, Tanga

TO DIE IN AFRICA IS A VIRTUE

Tanga’s Totenstadt War Cemetery is a sombre reminder of the horrific battles fought in East Africa during WWI. The cemetery is the final resting place for thousands of soldiers from the British, German and African forces who lost their lives in the bloody Tanga campaign of 1914. Walking among the gravestones, one can feel the weight of history and the tragic loss of young lives. The cemetery serves as a poignant reminder of the sacrifices made by those who fought for their countries, and the need to work towards a future free from conflict.

10. State House, Dar es Salaam

PRESIDENTIAL THINGS

The State House (Ikulu), situated in Dar es Salaam, serves as the official residence of the President of Tanzania. Founded in 1865 by Sultan Sayyid Majid bin Said of Zanzibar, this majestic building showcases a harmonious blend of African and Arabian architectural styles. The white-walled structure features spacious verandas and African terrazzo floors. It’s set within a sprawling 13-hectare estate bordering the Indian Ocean to the east, creating an enchanting ambience that befits its political significance. Today, Ikulu remains an iconic symbol of political power, hosting important state functions and being the administrative centre of the country’s government.

11. Kibo Peak, Mt Kilimanjaro

THE INDEPENDENCE WAS BROADCAST

The wind howled as Lieutenant Alexander Nyirenda and his team of soldiers, photographers and radio journalists made their way up the treacherous slopes of Mt Kilimanjaro in 1961. Their goal was to hoist the torch of freedom and the flag of Tanganyika’s independence atop the mountain’s summit, the tallest in all of Africa. After a gruelling 16 days of practising and climbing, Nyirenda and his team finally reached the summit, where they raised the torch and flag high to light the whole of Africa. This act signified Tanganyika’s will to decolonise the rest of the continent.

12. Amboni Caves

TALES FROM THE UNDERGROUND

Deep within the rugged landscape of northeastern Tanzania lies a labyrinthine system of caves, which served as refuges during the Maji Maji rebellion against German colonial rule (1905–07). These caves, believed to have formed over 150 million years ago, span an impressive 234 sq km. The caverns’ depths hold captivating tales, including the intriguing account of a duo revered as Kenyan Robin Hoods, Osale Otango and Paulo Hamis. They allegedly sought sanctuary in one cavern while engaging in Kenya’s 1950s Mau Mau uprising; local lore credits them with daring acts of robbing the riches from Europeans and giving them to Africans.

13. Arusha

AFRICAN SOCIALISM OR SOCIALIST AFRICA?

A pivotal moment in the country’s history took place in Arusha on 5 February 1967, when President Julius Nyerere delivered a speech that would transform the nation. In it, he outlined his vision of Ujamaa – a Swahili word meaning ‘brotherhood’ – and called for a socialist revolution that would prioritise collective ownership and communal living. The declaration was met with both support and criticism, with some seeing it as a revolutionary step towards African liberation, while others considered it a threat to Western influence. In town, the Arusha Declaration Monument stands as a reminder of the power of bold ideas and the potential for radical change.

14. Karimjee Hall, Dar es Salaam

HALL OF THE CENTURY

The grand and imposing Karimjee Hall stands proudly overlooking the serene botanical gardens on Samora Ave. This iconic building was donated to the council by the then-mayor of Dar es Salaam, Abdulkareem Karimjee, whose family had arrived from India 150 years ago. The hall was originally used as the Legislative Council before being converted into a parliamentary chamber after independence. It was here that Julius Nyerere was sworn in as the first president of Tanzania. Though its significance has evolved over time, the Karimjee Hall remains a beacon of Tanzanian heritage and national pride.

15. Bunge la Tanzania, Dodoma

CENTRALISATION OF THE NATION

Completed in 2006, the parliament building was an important milestone in the relocation of Tanzania’s capital from Dar es Salaam to centrally located Dodoma, which had begun in 1973. The building, whose architectural design was inspired by the traditional Tanzanian hut, quickly became a hub of national politics. Finally, in 2019, the president’s office was moved to Dodoma, officially marking the long-awaited transfer of the capital and opening a new chapter. But its journey to fruition was filled with challenges, delays and uncertainty, including limited funding for the construction of new infrastructure such as government offices and the airport.




MEET THE
TANZANIANS

Tanzanians are also known as Wabongo – meaning ‘the brainy’, in the sense that prosperity depends on mental sharpness rather than physical prowess. NASIBU MAHINYA introduces his people.
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TANZANIANS ARE SOME of the kindest and warmest people in the world.

Our time zone is East African Time, but be sure to take into account our Swahili Time which is usually an hour later unless there’s something really important, such as a job or a huge amount of money, at stake.

Name-giving in Tanzania is a process that can involve extended family members. There are also traditional rules governing the naming of children. For example, twins are often given similar names, and the first child is typically named after a grandparent or other respected family member. The country’s population is growing rapidly, with a birth rate of 4.9 children per woman. This high rate of growth can be attributed to several factors: the joy of having babies, improved healthcare, a decrease in infant mortality and free education.

The majority of Tanzanians are either Christians or Muslims. The country is known for its religious tolerance, with many communities living side by side in peace and harmony and normalised religious intermarriages, which means people quite often have names like Janeth Abdul or Mariam David.

Tanzania’s cities have purposes that are held dear: Dar es Salaam has the nightlife; Mwanza has the workforce; Dodoma has the politics; Zanzibar Town has the world fame; while Arusha and Moshi are vacation cities.

Dar es Salaam, originally known as Bongo, is considered a ‘soft city’ for having too much leisure and luxury. It is a dream destination for many of my country’s people, for most of whom it’s a preferred permanent home – the reason why over 10% of the country’s population is squeezed in here. Mwanza has the hardest-working people, involved in fishing, agriculture, construction and mining; their labour spirit radiates throughout the rest of the Lake Victoria zone. Dodoma is the administrative capital vested with big responsibilities since the majority of the politicking is done there. It has some of the country’s most powerful dwellers, including the president. Zanzibar Town often gets teased for its slow-paced lifestyle, but it always has the last laugh with all the visitors flocking to its world-famous pristine beaches. Arusha and Moshi people can be found all over the country making a living, and these cities are relatively calm until the December holiday season when everyone at once decides they want to visit their relatives or get closer to the natural wonders nearby.

Despite all these dynamics and more than 120 culturally distinct ethnic groups in Tanzania, Swahili remains the lingua franca. Accents get softer towards the east of the country and harder towards the west, and with the abundance of untapped opportunities, those who speak at least basic English are in the upper echelon of Wabongo.
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WHO & HOW MANY

Tanzania has a population of about 65 million. The vast majority – specifically 99% – is African, with most being Bantu and made up of over 120 different tribes. The remaining 1% is comprised of people of Asian and European descent.

I’M TANZANIAN, BUT I’M AFRICAN FIRST

My home town, Dar es Salaam, is an international business hub owing its vibrancy to the cultural mosaic that has impacted my upbringing. I was born in Dar es Salaam into a big extended family of parents with children from their previous marriages. My maternal brothers were raised in the United Kingdom, where my mother worked as a diplomat, and that played a big role in me adopting both English and Swahili as my first languages (but my Swahili is slightly better). My maternal ancestors came to Tanzania from South Africa over 200 years ago, and my paternal ancestors are of Hehe ethnicity down to the core. Many others have had similar journeys: Rashidi Kawawa, Tanzania’s first prime minister, for example, was of Ngoni ethnicity with ancestors from South Africa.
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THE WILDLIFE
OF TANZANIA

In Tanzania you can see big cats and the ‘Big Five’, primates and the last great mammal herds left on the planet. By Anthony Ham
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IN A LAND where predators and prey still live in timelss rhythm, Tanzania offers some of the finest wildlife spectacles on Earth.

Predators

If the eternal dance between predator and prey is what gives you frisson, if the life-and-death struggle between hunter and hunted is what you’ve come so far to see, then it’s the predators you’ll most want to track down.

There’s no sight more thrilling than seeing a cheetah (the world’s fastest land animal) streaming across the grasslands at more than 100km/h in pursuit of a Thomson’s gazelle. Or a pride of lions coordinating their strategy to bring down a buffalo. Or the ultimate stealth predator, the leopard, ghosting through the bushes on the trail of an unsuspecting impala.

There is always a poignancy to such moments. On a recent visit to the Serengeti, we came across a lone baby wildebeest that had become separated from the herd: it probably didn’t survive the night. Elsewhere, on the same day, a pack of hyenas surrounded a mother buffalo as she gave birth and then wheeled around to keep them at bay from her calf. Scenes such as these can be confronting, even distressing. But it’s never dull. And sometimes it’s very exciting.

Lions are the second-largest cat on earth (after tigers), and they’re Africa’s most feared predators. They can bring down a giraffe, a buffalo (which can weigh a tonne) or even a young elephant. Lions live in prides, which consist of a core of adult females. A male or group of males will protect the pride and their territory for as long as they can; when a new male or males move in, they kill any cubs and then mate with the females in a bid to sire offspring and leave a genetic legacy of their own. Best seen: Serengeti National Park, Nyerere National Park, Ruaha National Park, Ngorongoro Crater.

The most widespread of all African cats, leopards are also the hardest to see. They are stealth predators and solitary (except for mothers with cubs); males and females come together to mate and then go their separate ways. Although you’ll often see them up in the trees, leopards spend 70% of their lives down on the ground. Best seen: Serengeti National Park.

The cheetah is a world-class sprinter built for speed. Although it reaches speeds of 112km/h, the cheetah runs out of steam after 300m and must cool down before hunting again. Cheetahs are solitary, although related males often live and hunt together. Cheetahs are no match for other predators and will often lose their kill to hyenas, lions or leopards. Best seen: Serengeti National Park.

The Lion King did hyenas a disservice. Spotted hyenas are charismatic creatures and a haunting presence on the savannah. They live in large, matriarchal and strictly hierarchical clans ruled by females (who grow penis-like sexual organs). Hyenas use bone-crushing jaws to disembowel terrified prey on the run, and while not as fast as the cats, they have incredible stamina and can run for hours. Although known as scavengers, they’re also skilled hunters. Best seen: Ngorongoro Crater.

The most successful of all African predators, African wild dogs (also known as painted dogs) live in frightening yet playful family groups and are a joy to watch; if you ever see a pack of wild dogs coursing across the savannah in pursuit of prey, you’ll never forget the experience. Best seen: Nyerere and Ruaha National Parks.

Two of Tanzania’s elusive smaller cat species deserve special mention: spot one of these and it will make your day. The caracal is a gorgeous tawny cat with extremely long, pointy ears, as well as jacked-up hind legs like a feline dragster. Caracals can make vertical leaps of 3m and swat birds out of the air. Twice as large as a house cat, but with towering legs and very large ears, the beautifully spotted serval is highly adapted for walking in tall grass. As with most cats, your best chance of seeing one is in the Serengeti.

Through a combination of sheer persistence and bluff, the trim little jackal – which comes in both a golden and black-backed variety – manages to fill its belly while holding hungry vultures and much stronger hyenas at bay. You’ll see them everywhere, especially in Serengeti National Park and Ngorongoro Crater.
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PREDATORS MIGHT GET ALL THE ATTENTION, BUT THE VARIETY OF PREY MAMMALS – FROM GRAZERS TO BROWSERS, FROM CUD-CHEWING MAMMALS TO HOOFED MAMMALS – IS SIMPLY EXTRAORDINARY.
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Prey

Where an animal sits on the food chain will determine so much about it: its size, how fast it can run, its camouflage etc. Predators might get all the attention, but the huge variety of prey mammals – from grazers to browsers, from cud-chewing mammals to hoofed mammals – is simply extraordinary. Here are the ones that stand out.

No one, not even a human or lion, stands around to argue when a towering bull elephant rumbles out of the brush. Elephant society is ruled by a lineage of elder females who lead each group along traditional migration routes. They are the great shapers of ecosystems: were it not for elephants, much of the Serengeti would be woodlands. Best seen: Tarangire, Ruaha, Nyerere and Serengeti National Parks.

Pity the black rhinoceros for having a horn worth more than gold. Once widespread and abundant south of the Sahara, the rhino has been poached to the brink of extinction. Black rhinos are browsers and prefer dense vegetation, which can make them difficult to see. And no, they’re not actually black: the name comes from the efforts to distinguish them from ‘white’ (actually ‘weit’ or ‘wide-lipped’) rhinos. Best seen: Ngorongoro Crater, Mkomazi and Serengeti National Parks.

The stripes of a zebra, each as distinct as a human fingerprint, exist to confuse predators by making it difficult to distinguish the outline of individual zebras in a herd. Stripes also help combat disease-carrying horseflies. You’ll often see a pair of zebras standing head-to-tail, facing in opposite directions: it’s a shared defence against predators (four eyes are better than two); their tails are also keeping flies from each other’s faces. Best seen: everywhere.

The 5m-tall giraffe lives in family herds of between two and 50 giraffes. They sleep for no more than 45 minutes a day, have huge hearts (weighing 11kg), and their necks have special valves that can regulate blood flow and prevent problems when they lower their heads to drink. Like camels, giraffes walk with limbs on the same side of their bodies, and can reach speeds of 60km/h when fleeing. Best seen: everywhere.

The hippopotamus is one rather strange creature. Designed like a floating beanbag with tiny legs, the 3000kg hippo spends daytime in the water (to protect its delicate skin from sunburn) and roams to feed on nearby grasslands by night. By some estimates, hippos are responsible for more human deaths in Africa than any other animal. Best seen: everywhere.

The bearded wildebeest looks like it was put together using the parts left over after all of the other antelope species were created. Every year, hundreds of thousands of wildebeest give birth in the southern Serengeti in January and February, and more than a million then move through the park to Kenya’s Masai Mara on their annual migration. Best seen: Serengeti National Park and Ngorongoro Crater.

Imagine an overweight cow with curling horns and a grumpy demeanour and you have the African buffalo (Cape buffalo). Although much maligned as the mean bastards of the savannah, it’s usually only the lone males that you need to fear. Best seen: everywhere.

From the smallest antelope species (the monogamous dik-dik; when a dik-dik is killed, its mate often dies soon after from a broken heart) to the largest (the eland, a strange and strangely agile, cow-like creature with a swinging dewlap), Tanzania has some wonderful antelope species to behold.

Thomson’s gazelles, Grant’s gazelles and impalas are commonly seen, but no less elegant for that fact. The gerenuk has a long neck completely out of proportion to its size, the klipspringer clings to rocky outcrops, while the common waterbuck has the good fortune to taste bad – this compensates somewhat for the fact that it has a target on its rump.

Of all antelope species, the greater kudu has the most extravagant horns, while bushbucks and bohor reedbucks are prized sightings as they’re shyer than most other species. Really hard to see are sable antelope and roan antelope, unless you’re in Ruaha National Park.

They may be small, but warthogs can be a real challenge to hunt. To protect themselves when attacked, warthogs run for burrows and reverse in while slashing wildly with their tusks. Best seen: everywhere.
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Thomson’s gazelle, Serengeti National Park | Daniel Lamborn/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

TANZANIA ALSO HAS AN IMPRESSIVE ARRAY OF MARINE MAMMALS. MANY OF THESE MIGRATE UP AND DOWN EAST AFRICA’S INDIAN OCEAN COAST, MOVING BETWEEN COOLER ANTARCTIC WATERS AND WARMER TROPICAL SEAS.

Other Mammals

Tanzania is one of the best places in East Africa to see primates. Udzungwa Mountains National Park alone has 10 different species; look here and in Kitulo National Park for the kipunji monkey, which was first described by international scientists in 2003.

Like humans, chimpanzees live in highly social groups built around complex hierarchies with mutually understood rules. It doesn’t take a brain surgeon to perceive the deep intelligence and emotion lurking behind such eerily familiar deep-set eyes. They’re best seen in Gombe and Mahale Mountains National Parks.

Although the olive baboon has 5cm-long fangs and can kill a leopard, its best defence consists of running up trees and showering intruders with liquid excrement. Intelligent and opportunistic, troops of these greenish baboons are abundant across northern Tanzania, while the much paler yellow baboon ranges over the rest of the country.

Each vervet monkey troop is composed of females that defend a home range passed down from generation to generation, while males fight each other for bragging rights and access to females. If you think their appearance drab, check out the extraordinary blue and scarlet colours of their sexual organs when aroused.

Marine Mammals

Tanzania also has an impressive array of marine mammals. Many of these migrate up and down East Africa’s Indian Ocean coast, moving between cooler Antarctic waters and warmer tropical seas. As a general rule, whale sharks are present from November through February, while humpback whales move along the coast between June and November.

Marine Mammal Encounters

Mafia Archipelago Swim with whale sharks and take part in their on-going conservation.

Saadani National Park Watch whales and green sea turtles.

Chumbe Island More huge green turtles and humpback whales, this time off Zanzibar.

Pemba Channel Dive with reef sharks, bottlenose or humpback dolphins, and whale sharks.

Mnemba Atoll Dive amid bottle-nose and humpback dolphins and whale sharks in the Zanzibar Archipelago.

Mnazi Bay-Ruvuma Estuary Marine Park Dive or snorkel with turtles or spot humpback whales.
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Black rhinoceros, Ngorongoro Crater | MARTHA VAN TONDER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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Zebra and wildebeest during the Great Migration | SCOTT CANNING/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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Cheetah | MARCEL BREKELMANS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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Elephant herd, Serengeti National Park| AABEELE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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Giraffe, Arusha National Park | BACKPACKJACK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Birds

Tanzania is one of the best birdwatching destinations in Africa with, at last count, 1075 recorded species. Only the vast Democratic Republic of Congo has more (1107). More than 800 of Tanzania’s birds are residents, meaning that the birdwatching is excellent year-round. Their numbers are supplemented by migrants that arrive in Tanzania from Europe and North Africa around November and usually stay until March or April; December to February are excellent months to really turbocharge your personal bird count.

Commonly sighted birds include kingfishers, hornbills (around Amani in the eastern Usambaras), bee eaters (along the Rufiji and Wami Rivers), fish eagles (Lake Victoria) and ostriches (Serengeti); the grey-crowned crane is one of the loveliest birds in Africa and is found across northern Tanzania. Tanzania is also a fine place to see flamingos, especially at Big Momella Lake (Arusha National Park), Lake Ndutu and Lake Natron. There are also many birds that are unique to Tanzania: the Udzungwa forest partridge, the Pemba green pigeon, the Usambara weaver and the Usambara eagle owl are among Tanzania’s 20-plus endemics.

Tanzania has nearly 100 species of hawks, eagles, vultures and owls. More than 40 species have been seen in Lake Manyara National Park alone, making this one of the best places in the world to see an incredible variety of birds of prey. Highlights include the bateleur, African fish eagle, augur buzzard, white-back vulture and the rather ungainly secretary bird.
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Silvery cheeked hornbill, Lake Manyara National Park | BY MARC GUITARD/GETTY IMAGES ©

Reptiles

Tanzania is home to 359 different reptile species, which puts it 18th in the world – or fourth in Africa – for the highest number of reptiles. You’re most likely to see skinks and geckoes. There are also chameleons and, of course, snakes, of which there are 47 different varieties. Not that you’d notice: many visitors spend weeks in Tanzania without seeing a snake. If you’re lucky (although it does depend on your idea of luck), you might see a rock python, puff adder, boomslang, black mamba, Gaboon viper and various species of cobra. Even as you admire their beauty, keep your distance from all of them.

Tanzania’s most notable reptile is the Nile crocodile. It was once abundant in lakes and rivers across the region, but its numbers have been greatly reduced by hunting and habitat destruction. A Nile crocodile can reach 5.5m long (with the tail making up 40% of its length), weighs up to 1000kg, has 66 teeth and can live up to 100 years! Female crocs lay up to 80 eggs at a time, depositing them in sandy areas above the high-water line. After three months’ incubation in the hot sand, the young emerge. Catfish make up nearly 80% of a crocodile’s diet, but they’re opportunists and will happily swallow an impala, wildebeest or even zebra if one strays too close to the water’s edge.

Field Guides

Having trouble telling a dik-dik from a klipspringer? A serval from a caracal? Field guides, apart from being damned interesting to read, can be invaluable tools for identifying animals while on safari. Our favourites include:

• A Field Guide to the Carnivores of the World (Luke Hunter; 2nd ed; 2018)

• The Kingdon Field Guide to African Mammals (Jonathan Kingdon; 2nd ed; 2015) There’s also the travel-friendly Kingdon Pocket Guide to African Mammals (2016).

• The Behavior Guide to African Mammals (Richard D Estes; 1991) Estes’ follow-up The Safari Companion: A Guide to Watching African Mammals (1993) is slightly more accessible.

• Birds of Kenya and Northern Tanzania (Dale A Zimmerman, David J Pearson and Donald A Turner; 2005)

• Jonathan and Angela Scott’s Safari Guide to East African Animals and Jonathan and Angela Scott’s Safari Guide to East African Birds, both published first in 1998 but updated since.

• Field Guide to East African Reptiles (Steve Spawls et al; 2018) The definitive guide to the region’s chameleons, snakes and more.

IF YOU’RE LUCKY (ALTHOUGH IT DOES DEPEND ON YOUR IDEA OF LUCK), YOU MIGHT SEE A ROCK PYTHON, PUFF ADDER, BOOMSLANG, BLACK MAMBA, GABOON VIPER AND VARIOUS SPECIES OF COBRA.
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LIVING WITH
WILDLIFE

Conservation is complicated for those who live alongside wildlife. Here’s what some of this balancing act looks like in Tanzania. By Anthony Ham
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Lioness and cubs | DAVE PUSEY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

A Little History

If you’ve ever been bitten by a tsetse fly, you may be tempted to curse this vector of disease and source of a deeply unpleasant bite. But the tsetse may be a reason we have national parks at all.

The bite of tsetse flies can be fatal for cattle and humans alike, causing trypanosomiasis (sleeping sickness) in both. After the rinderpest outbreak devastated Tanzania’s livestock herds in the final years of the 19th century, the tsetse fly and wild animals (which appear to be immune to tsetse-borne diseases) moved in, rendering large swaths of the region unsuitable for human populations and their domestic livestock.

In 1951, Serengeti National Park was established, making it one of the oldest in Africa. This was followed by Lake Manyara and Arusha National Parks (1960), Mikumi (1964), Rubondo Island (1965), Gombe (1968) and Tarangire (1970). Tanzania now has 22 national parks, six of which were gazetted as recently as 2019, including Nyerere (formerly Selous Game Reserve), Burigi-Chato and Ibanda-Kyerwa.

Tanzania also has designated wildlife reserves and areas, the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, three marine parks and several protected marine reserves.

Serengeti Lion Project

The Serengeti Lion Project, based in the Seronera region of the Serengeti, is one of the longest-running continuous scientific studies of a species in Africa.

It all began back in 1966 with Dr George Schaller, now one of the world’s most respected wildlife scientists, who wrote what remains a seminal text on lion behaviour: The Serengeti Lion: A Study of Predator-Prey Relations. Since Dr Schaller began his work, the Serengeti Lion Project has monitored between 24 and 26 lion prides throughout the park, studying more than 300 lions at any one time.

It is from the Serengeti Lion Project that we have learned so much of what we know about lions. We learned, for example, that lions – which are the only social cat – form prides in order to defend territories where they can rear offspring. We learned that they roar to communicate with other members of their pride, and to warn rival prides or male coalitions of their presence. The studies carried out through the decades also taught us that the darker the mane of a male lion, the higher his testosterone and his desirability as a potential mate for females.

Much of what the Serengeti Lion Project learned has been crucial in defining conservation projects that protect lions and the people they live among. One example of this is the Lion Defendersproject in and around Ruaha National Park. The project continues its work, although its prominence has diminished somewhat since the departure of Dr Craig Packer (who headed the project for 35 years until 2015), after his permit was revoked following his criticism of the Tanzanian government’s management of the country’s trophy-hunting industry.

In 2023, Dr Packer published his much-awaited book The Lion: Behavior, Ecology and Conservation of an Iconic Species, widely considered to be the natural successor to Schaller’s 1972 The Serengeti Lion.

The heads of the Serengeti Lion Project have all published books about their experiences:

• George Schaller (head of the project 1966–69): The Serengeti Lion (1972)

• Brian Bertram (1969–74): Pride of Lions (1978)

• Jeannette Hanby and David Bygott (1974–78): Lion’s Share: The Story of a Serengeti Pride (1982)

• Craig Packer (1978–2014): Into Africa (1994), Lions in the Balance (2015) and The Lion (2023).

Jane Goodall & the Chimpanzees

In 1957, Jane Goodall, a 23-year-old British woman with a love for animals, travelled to the farm of a friend in Kenya. While there, she set up a meeting with renowned archaeologist Louis Leakey, who promptly hired Goodall as his secretary. Goodall had no formal scientific training, but Leakey was impressed by her detailed work habits in the field and love of animals. In 1960 he chose her to study wild chimp behaviour at Gombe Stream Chimpanzee Reserve, now Gombe National Park.

The chimpanzees she was to study are one of the most important such populations in Africa. Western Tanzania is the easternmost limit of chimpanzee habitat. Pan troglodytes schweinfurthii (eastern chimpanzee), one of four chimp subspecies, was once common across western Tanzania. It is now endangered: around 2500 to 2800 remain, all of them along Lake Tanganyika and Rubondo Island, where some were released in the 1960s and 1970s after being rescued from zoos and circuses.

There were some missteps along the way. For example, Goodall and her team were criticised for setting up feeding stations for the chimpanzees at Gombe. This practice, critics argued, would change the natural behaviour of the chimpanzees, resulting in an unnatural dependence on human beings by the otherwise wild animals, as well as increased aggression as they competed for the handouts. Goodall and her team discontinued the practice in the 1980s. They also reduced their physical interaction with the chimps, resorting purely to observation.

But in many other ways, Goodall’s research was so groundbreaking that it redefined the relationship between humans and other animals. During her first year, she was the first person to see chimps make and use tools (they stripped leaves off a stem and used these to fish termites out of their mounds), and hunt and eat meat. She also documented their elaborate social behaviour, showing that they sometimes kill (and sometimes eat) each other, engage in long-term warfare, adopt orphans, form family bonds that last a lifetime and practise occasional monogamy.

Goodall not only expanded our knowledge of primates, she revolutionised the entire field of ethology (animal behaviour). She gave names to the animals she observed (David Greybeard, Mike, Frodo, Fifi etc) instead of numbers and insisted that they had personalities, minds and feelings. This seems logical to a layperson, but it defied scientific convention at the time.

The research continues today, making it one of the longest-running studies of a wild animal population. Less famous, Toshisada Nishida of Kyoto University began research at Mahale Mountains National Park the following year. That work also continues.

Ngorongoro & the Maasai

Many Maasai who live in the Ngorongoro Conservation Area (NCA) are descendants of those who were expelled from the Serengeti and other protected areas throughout the 20th century. The NCA extends from the Crater Highlands, close to Lake Natron, all the way west to Ndutu, which borders the southern Serengeti. It could be Tanzania’s next battleground between those seeking to protect the country’s wild places and those protecting the rights of people who live there.

There were an estimated 8700 people living in the area in 1966. The human population is now expected to top 160,000 by 2027. As recently as 2014, there were Maasai manyattas (settlements) down in the crater. Until 2017, Maasai herders were allowed to graze their cattle down on the crater floor. Now, according to community activists and some international human rights organisations, the Tanzanian government, partly in response to criticism by Unesco, plans to relocate tens of thousands of Maasai from the area. The government has, according to some reports, already purchased land, built health centres and schools, and allocated grazing land in western Tanzania for the purpose.

As of 2023, the government was seeking to make the relocations voluntary, offering the land and infrastructure in the country’s west to those who agree to leave. What happens next is less clear.
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TANZANIA HAS DESIGNATED WILDLIFE RESERVES AND AREAS, THE NGORONGORO CONSERVATION AREA, THREE MARINE PARKS AND SEVERAL PROTECTED MARINE RESERVES.

Responsible Travel

There are many ways to make your visit more sustainable. For instance, you can participate actively in actual conservation, such as at Usangu Expedition Camp in Ruaha National Park. This includes working with conservationists to set up camera traps, identifying lions using a park database of known lions, tracking lions, and submitting photos to increase the park’s photo database – it’s all part of what is often described as citizen conservation.

There are other things you can do, too. For example, make culture as much a part of your visit as a wildlife safari, and join an excursion to one of the country’s cultural tourism projects run by local communities; there’s an especially wide choice around Arusha. Take cultural tours where you join locals doing traditional activities that they would be undertaking whether you’re there or not, such as going on a hunting expedition with the Hadzabe near Lake Eyasi. Encourage your guide and driver to keep a respectful distance from animals and avoid overcrowding at wildlife sightings; this is especially becoming an issue during high season in the Serengeti. Finally, consider visiting out of high season, or perhaps visiting lesser-known parks. This can help to spread tourism revenues more widely and also reduce the impact on local resources.




A BIRD’S-EYE VIEW
OF TANZANIA

A bird’s-eye view across Tanzania’s geographical diversity takes in some of Africa’s most spectacular landscapes. By Mark Eveleigh
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FALLING JUST SHORT of 1,000,000 sq km – almost four times the size of the UK or twice the size of California – Tanzania has more to offer than tourist images would seem to suggest. Even at face value, this is a country that has a lot to boast about: Africa’s highest mountain (Kilimanjaro); the world’s second-biggest lake (Lake Victoria); Africa’s deepest lake (Lake Tanganyika)…add to this some of the most spectacular wildlife real estate on the planet, and you have a destination that’s unparalleled. From the Kilimanjaro glacier to humid equatorial forests to cactus plains, the diversity of landscapes is so great that we’d need an extreme bird’s-eye view to do it justice.

While often seen hopping around Serengeti carcasses, Rüppell’s griffon vultures have been spotted by airline pilots flying at 11,000m. If a vulture took off from Zanzibar, it could – given sufficient incentive to do so – fly westward as far as the border of the Democratic Republic of the Congo in about 18 hours. Let’s join our metaphorical vulture for a high-altitude cruise across East Africa’s biggest country.

The Coastal Strip

The popular tourist beaches of Zanzibar Archipelago are well known, but as the vulture climbs it would be able to look across a total of 1424km of wave-washed Indian Ocean coastline – much of which rarely sees a foreign footprint. Inland from the beaches and mangrove forests of the Swahili Coast, it would pass first over flatlands studded with mighty baobabs that were already old when slave caravans and the early Western explorers passed this way. More recently, the coastal farmlands – known in the local language as tanga (from which the coastal city got its name) – have been covered with vast areas of imported crops such as sisal (for baskets and ropes), cassava and maize.

Rising on the coastal thermals, the vulture’s powerful eyes might make out, far to the south, the acacia woodland and savannahs of Nyerere National Park – stretching across an area that’s larger than Switzerland – and, beyond that, the Mozambique border. Looking northward, towards Kenya, it would see the great sweep of the Eastern Arc Mountains stretching in forested ridges and highland farms through the Usambara and Pare Mountains and curving in staggered peaks through the Uluguru and Udzungwa Mountains. Sometimes described as ‘islands in the sky’, these patches of isolated montane forest are bastions of unique biodiversity.

Cradle of Humankind

The mountains of the Eastern Arc range are at least 100 million years old, but the rocks that form them are believed to date back 600 million years. In geological terms, however, just a heartbeat has passed since our species took its first upright steps and migrated out of the forested slopes to scavenge on the plains. It’s intriguing to imagine how they must have felt when the great beacon of mighty Kilimanjaro to the north reflected the fire of the sun from its snowy summit.

Tanzania’s central plateau lies at around 1000m above sea level, so the vulture would presumably have a clear view down into the capital, Dodoma, located almost in the centre of the country. Far from being featureless, the sun-baked plains of the plateau are scattered with dramatic rock outcrops. Rock art dating back 40,000 years (at sites such as Kondoa) testifies to the fact that these features provided shelter and security to some of humankind’s first artists.

Tanzania is the transition zone between the classic savannah of East Africa and what naturalists define as the miombo shrublands of southern Africa. Ruaha National Park (lying 190km to the southwest of Dodoma) is perhaps the best place to see a combination of antelope and other species that are iconic of these different habitats. To the north, the glint of Lakes Manyara and Eyasi might direct the vulture’s far-seeing eye to the 20km-wide depression of Ngorongoro Crater and the 48km-long chasm of Olduvai Gorge. Nearby is Laetoli, where the footprints of early humans remain preserved after 3.7 million years in the ashy floor of the eastern branch of the Great Rift Valley.

Closer to the Kenya border, the vulture would discern the shimmering golden glow of the Serengeti grasslands. If the great migration is underway, it might well be diverted by the sight of a dust cloud rising from the stomping hooves of 1.5 million wildebeest. Let’s assume the vulture isn’t swayed by the promise of such rich pickings, however, because now it is continuing its flight towards the western branch of the Great Rift Valley. The land below would be dotted with the concentric circles of Maasai manyattas (settlements), with bomas (living compounds) where the tribe’s precious cattle are protected from predators.

Land of Lakes

Early explorers must have been astounded to find such vast bodies of water so close to the heart of the African continent. In fact, around 59,000 sq km of the Tanzanian mainland (around 6% of the country’s total) is covered with lakes.

More than half of Lake Victoria lies within Tanzania (the rest of the lake belongs mostly to Uganda, and partly to Kenya). To the vulture, this vast ‘inland sea’ would appear to be circled on the east by a narrow band of vibrant green rice paddies. This is one of the shallowest of the world’s great lakes, while Lake Tanganyika (lying just over 300km away) is the second-deepest lake on the planet. Far to south, the Tanzanian shoreline of Lake Nyasa (elsewhere known as Lake Malawi) would be hidden from the vulture by the ridges of the Southern Highlands.

While abundant fresh water is the life source of this part of the continent, there are other fascinating bodies of water in western Tanzania: the 5760 sq km of saltwater Lake Rukwa, for example, and the soda lakes of the north, which are home to more than two million lesser flamingos (most of East Africa’s entire population). Within another hour or so, the vulture would be flying over Uvinza where people have been harvesting salt from brine springs (near the confluence of the Malagarasi and Ruchigi Rivers) for over 1500 years.

Shortly after, our Rüppell’s griffon vulture might start to descend for a well-earned rest on the Congolese shoreline of Lake Tanganyika.




BONGO FLAVA:
TANZANIA’S CULTURAL FORCE

Traditional Tanzanian melodies blend with hip-hop, reggae and R&B to create a popular music genre that captures the spirit of the nation. By Nasibu Mahinya
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IN TANZANIA, MUSIC has always been a medium of cultural exchange. Tribes used traditional songs to transfer knowledge and values but the country also embraced Asian, Western and Caribbean cultural influences, which prepared the people for Bongo Flava – Tanzania’s most dominant music genre.

Over 30 years ago, the youth in Dar es Salaam would show up to beach bonanzas organised by Joseph ‘DJ Joe’ Kusaga where they rapped over American hip-hop instrumentals. The hype inspired Saleh J’s remix of Vanilla Ice’s hit single ‘Ice Ice Baby’, which became the first Swahili rap record to receive airplay on conservative national radio. But it wasn’t until 1996 that the newly formed genre was dubbed Bongo Flava.

Veteran radio host Mike Mhagama baptised the genre during his tenure at Radio One, back then the leading youth FM station. Bongo is the nickname of Dar, meaning ‘brains’ – contextually, Dar is a city where intelligence is the biggest factor for survival – and Flava is a corruption of the word ‘flavour’. Want a taste of Bongo?

The Evolution

Bongo Flava started as a bilingual rap-dominated genre that unapologetically spoke for the youth through themes like poverty, corruption, love, family and spirituality, yet its reception was mixed. Predominantly created with computer software, an electronic keyboard and drum pads, its wide creative spectrum also brought an identity crisis, with some stating that Bongo Flava is any music performed in Swahili.

Musicians fast-tracked its progression through fusion with other genres with wider audiences. Professor Jay’s raps in ‘Bongo Dar es Salaam’, accompanied by an ear-flapping chorus from rapper-turned-singer Lady Jaydee, became a blueprint for navigating the city’s contrasting sides. Music producers, too, incorporated elements from other popular genres. Arabic melodies were borrowed from taarab; traditional music donated drums and percussions; zouk contributed its rhythmic progressive pulse; while dancehall and soukous brought in the upbeat tempo that made Bongo Flava dance-floor-friendly. This gave birth to several sub-genres that allowed artists to comfortably express themselves.

Since 1995, legendary music producer P Funk has produced well over a hundred Bongo Flava albums through his record company Bongo Records. Until the early 2000s, he – among other producers like Mika Mwamba and Master Jay – had already laid a foundation for the genre to prosper. These were important years because traditional media like East Africa TV helped expose the genre to the rest of the Swahili-speaking region.

The internet has had a significant impact on music globally. Music was the news-paper of the youth but the internet made information massively accessible, so themes such as partying and romance became extremely popular, while acting as an escape and a reminder of social struggles was no longer essential. Party themes gave rise to a Caribbean-sounding Bongo Flava variant that dominated dance floors, while romantic themes filled hearts with soft Arabic melodies and zouk-influenced instrumentation. Romantic themes hugely overshadowed their party counterparts for their radio-friendly mass appeal. What was once a rap-dominated and socially conscious genre had become a multifaceted endeavour that sidelined the hip-hop heads until they couldn’t identify with it anymore. This led to the creation of Bongo Hip-Hop, a subgenre that retained the rap aspect of Bongo Flava without necessarily using American-style hip-hop beats.

Bongo Flava had a long way to go, as other genres had already achieved huge milestones. For instance, guitarist Remmy Ongala’s soukous hit ‘Kipenda Roho’ was featured in the American movie Natural Born Killers, and Zanzibari taarab singer Bi Kidude toured the United Kingdom in 1995.

The Ascendence

Social media and music downloading sites helped Bongo Flava to continuously reinvent itself and gain new fans beyond Tanzanian borders.

The 2010s saw singer Diamond Platnumz and music producer Nahreel become the most successful artists in the genre and the country at large, inspiring a whole generation. Platnumz is the most awarded Tanzanian musician, and his videos have surpassed a total of one billion views on YouTube. Nahreel has worked with the majority of Tanzania’s A-list musicians, including Platnumz, Vanessa Mdee, Joh Makini, Rosa Ree and Jux, in collaboration with Africa’s top musicians like Davido, Flavour and AKA.

In 2016, Disney’s movie Queen of Katwe, set in Uganda, featured a song called ‘Bomboclat’ by Ugandan singers Jose Chameleon and Weasel and produced by P Funk, the self-proclaimed godfather of Bongo Flava. The next year, singer Rayvanny became the first Tanzanian to snatch the BET Award (for International Viewers’ Choice). He also saw his 2019 hit ‘Tetema’ remixed by Colombian pop singer Maluma, and both performed it for the first time at the 2021 MTV EMA Awards.

The post-Covid-19 years have seen significant growth in streaming numbers, especially on YouTube, though piracy remains a huge problem.

The Worth

What makes Bongo Flava special? It’s the way the music captures the spirit of Tanzania – its resilience, creativity and diversity.

More than just music, Bongo Flava is a cultural force that has helped shape Tanzania’s identity and has given a voice to its people. Its numerous themes and variants, accompanied by drums, piano, guitar and flutes, make Bongo Flava a soundtrack to many occasions and situations. The genre is defined by its gentle Afro rhythms that, when on the dance floor, make you want to nod your head and move your waist at the same time. It is also defined by soulful Swahili and English lyrics that tell you everything you need to know about the music’s potential to inspire and connect people from all over the world.

Bongo Flava continues to produce public figures that inspire the new generation. Diamond Platnumz is the genre’s most successful act, and his business acumen and work ethic motivate the youth to become their own versions of Platnumz in their respective fields. Several artists have also become members of parliament and cabinet members. In May 2022, President Samia Suluhu attended The Dream Concert by veteran Bongo Flava artist Sugu.

Bongo Flava is a way of life that brings people together and spreads positivity. It’s easy to fall in love with, as so many others have.


Bongo Flava Playlist

Scan this QR code for a Spotify playlist of Bongo Flava songs
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“The coolness of the Usambara highlands and the picturesque mountain backdrops comprise Africa’s own version of the Alps.”
Mark Eveleigh
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“You’ve heard all the warnings. Stay in your vehicle. Never approach wild animals on foot. Walk around only when you’re in the safety of camp. Now forget everything you’ve learned and head for Katavi National Park.”
Anthony Ham
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Lake Victoria &
Central Tanzania

THE FAMOUS LAKE AND THE
FORGOTTEN HINTERLAND

The world's largest tropical lake is home to
numerous islands and lakeside towns with laid-back
charm. The capital Dodoma boasts vineyards and
mysterious rock art nearby, while sleepy Babati has
stunning views of the Rift Valley Escarpment and
Lake Babati overflowswith hippos.

Western
Tanzania

Western Tanzania
CHIMP-FILLED FORESTS BY THE LAKE

The wild, unexplored west has a plethora of
natural treasures, from the pristine shores of
| ake Tanganyika to the verdant forests of Gombe
National Park, where chimpanzees roam free,
and Katavi National Park, which provides a
chance to encounter big wildlife.

Southern Highlands

WILDFLOWERS, MOUNTAIN HIKES
AND WILDLIFE

With Mikumi, Udzungwa and Ruaha National
Parks, the Southern Highlands are a haven
for wildlife enthusiasts, who can hike through
lush green Udzungwa or take a safari to Ruaha
where the biggest lion prides are found. The
stunning Lake Nyasa straddles Tanzania,
Malawi and Mozambique.

Northern Tanzania
TANZANIA'S SAFARI CENTRAL

Tanzania's north is a land of iconic natural
wonders and vibrant culture. From local
Maasai traditions or Arusha's colourful
markets and lush coffee plantations to life-
changing treks up Africa’s highest mountain
and spotting the Big Five on the endless plains
of the Serengeti, possibilities are endless.

Northern
Tanzania
Lake Victoria&  Norihoastern
Central Tanzania .
Zanzibar
Archipelago
©Dar es Salaam
Southern
Highlands
Southeastern
Tanzania

Southeastern Tanzania
SWAHILI COAST, ABUNDANT WILDLIFE

The southeast offers diving in the turquoise waters
of the Mafia Archipelago, exploring the ruins of
Kilwa Kisiwani, and immersion in local culture in the
bustling towns of Mtwara and Mikindani. For nature
lovers, wildlife-rich Nyerere National Park is never
short of lions and elephants.

Northeastern
Tanzania

MOUNTAINS, TRADITIONAL
CULTURE AND BEACHES

This region provides a less-
travelled, off-the-beaten-path
experience - trekking through
forests to waterfalls, historical

sites, secluded beaches and local
traditions of the Swahili Coast.
Bagamoyo's history, Pangani's
tranquil beaches and the lush
scenery of the Usambara and
Pare Mountains are some of the
northeast’s highlights.

Zanzibar
Archipelago

WHERE HISTORY, CULTURE
AND BEACHES BLEND

Zanzibar Archipelagois a
mesmerising collection of islands
off Tanzania’s coast. With pristine

beaches and arich cultural
heritage, it's a destination for
those seeking both relaxation
and adventure - from the winding
alleys of Stone Town to spotting
dolphinsin Menai Bay.

Dar es Salaam

TROPICAL METROPOLIS
WITH LONG ROOTS

This vibrant coastal metropolis is
where traditional African culture meets
modernity. The city’s colonial past is
documented at the National Museum,
while its eclectic art scene is on display
atthe Tingatinga Arts Cooperative
Society. Sunset strolls along Coco
Beach are memorable.
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Lake Natron

Frolic with flamingos,
climb Ol Doinyo Lengai
and enjoy the natural
drama of the Great Rift
Valley as it drops near-
vertically to the valley
floor.

Ngorongoro
’ Crater,

Drive down into one
of Tanzania’s most
iconic and wildlife-

Lake Victoria

4WD

You can reach almost every corner
of northern Tanzaniain a 4WD. While
nearly all roads are unpaved, they’re
usually in good condition. Some,
however, can be difficult - even
impassable - after heavy rain. Itis
possible (though rare) to self-drive -

Serengeti
National Park

Follow the Great Migration, or
meander amid the kopjes and
vast savannah grasslands to
look for encounters between
predators and prey.

filled landscapes, then
venture into the dramatic
Crater Highlands.
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Lake Eyasi

Follow less-frequented
traveller trails into the
picturesque land of the
Hadzabe, and let them
show you around a
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Lake Manyara
National Park

Squeeze ina safari
between Lake Manyara and
the Rift Valley Escarpment,
{ and climbinto the trees to
watch the lions do likewise.

Lake
Kitangiri

Tarangire National

Park

Discover one of East
Africa's most underrated

(and quietest) national
parks, filled with big
cats, big elephants and
even bigger baobabs.

®

BUS

Buses and dalla-dallas (minibuses) run
along most routes, although they'll only
get you close to the park entrances,
from where you'll need your own
vehicle; the Arusha-Mwanza service
runs right through the Serengeti and
Ngorongoro, but departures are rarely

most 4WDs come with a driver. more than once a day.
KENYA @
PLANE
. :
i Although considerably more
~ expensive than driving, flying
. between each destination saves a
. lot of time and allows you to spend
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