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Take	a	journey	along	the	tributaries	of	the	Zambesi	to	explore	Zambia
and	its	wildlife.
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ZambiaZambia

It	has	always	seemed	to	me	that	most	of	the	countries	in	Africa	are	defined
either	by	their	water	or	the	lack	of	it.	Whether	it	is	the	rainforest	covered
riverbanks	of	the	mighty	Congo,	the	strip	of	oasis	along	the	banks	of	the	Nile
in	Egypt,	the	Swamps	of	the	Sud	in	South	Sudan	or	the	almost	total	lack	of
rain	and	rivers	in	Algeria,	Chad	and	Namibia,	water	plays	its	part	in	the
habitats,	shapes	and	even	the	very	names	of	the	countries	of	Africa.

Zambia	is	no	exception,	being	named	along	with	its	great	river,	The	Zambesi.
Although	the	river	itself	mostly	just	forms	the	southern	border	of	the	country,
its	great	tributaries	mould	the	landscape	and	define	the	flora	and	fauna	of
much	of	this	vast	country.	To	get	a	true	feel	for	Zambia,	one	has	to	see	the
great	river	itself	and	the	tributaries	that	feed	it.

I’m	going	to	take	a	journey	of	exploration	–	with	my	friends	as	always	–	to
just	three	locations	across	Zambia.	First,	we	shall	journey	west	to	the	Kafue
River	and	Kafue	National	Park.	Next,	we	shall	head	east	to	the	lower	Zambesi
River	itself	where	the	Kafue	finally	meets	it,	east	of	the	mighty	Kariba	Dam	and
reservoir	to	see	the	river	as	it	matures	before	it	leaves	Zambia	for	the	sea.
Finally,	we	will	journey	far	north	to	the	valley	of	the	Luangwa	River,	an	area
teeming	with	herds	of	antelope	and	the	predators	that	feed	on	them,	to	see	a
deeply	seasonal	yet	highly	productive	landscape.

Getting	OrganisedGetting	Organised

I	sometimes	find	it	hard	to	believe	that	I’ve	already	been	to	Africa	seven	times.
With	the	past	history	of	my	friends	in	mind,	it	is	perhaps	harder	to	believe	that
I	haven’t	been	to	Zambia,	as	they	have	all	been	there	many	times.	However,

that	is	a	state	of	affairs	that	can	soon	be	remedied	and	the	plan	started	–	as
always	–	with	some	discussion	during	our	previous	2018	trip	to	Uganda.

Both	Fred	and	Chris	came	to	the	conclusion	that	they	hadn’t	really	birded
Zambia,	they’d	visited	several	times	but	had	concentrated	on	the	wildlife	of
the	South	Luangwa	valley.	They	were	keen	to	see	more	of	the	country	and	I
was	enticed	by	the	quantity	and	quality	of	the	game	to	be	seen	–	and	the
thought	of	visiting	a	new	country	and	exploring	for	the	first	time.

The	2019	trip	to	Uganda	had	been	a	pleasant	one,	but	as	I	made	clear	in	my
book	relating	to	that	trip,	I	had	much	on	my	mind	and	was	surely	somewhat
distracted.	It	had	also	been	a	very	“birdy”	trip	and	that	was	perhaps	not	totally
to	my	liking.

Zambia	promised	a	more	balanced	mixture	of	birds	and	mammals	so	by	the

beginning	of	spring	plans	were	being	made.	The	first	big	decision	was	to	limit
ourselves	to	just	three	locations.	Zambia	is	a	big	country	and	the	distances	are
considerable.	So	large	are	the	distances	in	fact,	that	we	decided	we	would
have	to	take	an	internal	flight	to	journey	from	Lusaka	to	South	Luangwa.

As	always,	locations	and	flights	were	organised	by	Fred.	His	extensive	network
of	contacts	on	Trip	Advisor	and	elsewhere	allow	him	to	pick	places	that	he
likes	the	sound	of.	Pretty	much	every	time	he	does	this,	we	are	happy	with	the
choice.	The	choice	of	airline	is	more	price	driven	though,	and	this	time	we
were	to	be	transported	by	Ethiopian	Airlines	with	a	convoluted	route	of
stopping	planes	via	Brussels	to	Addis	Ababa	and	then	via	Harare	to	Lusaka,
taking	us	about	20	hours	in	total	from	the	Isle	of	Man	and	Chris	a	little	less
via	Heathrow.

Airports	are	airports	and	planes	are	planes.	It	is	just	a	case	of	trying	to	get	a
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little	rest	while	the	miles	roll	along	far	below	and	the	time	passes	slowly.	All	the
flights	were	actually	fine.	Not	really	too	long	and	not	too	bumpy	or	noisy.	There
was	sufficient	leg	room	for	my	1.84m	frame	and	the	food	was	passable.

Immigration	was	a	little	bit	of	an	annoyance.	The	official	guidelines	from	the
Zambian	Embassy	include	the	Isle	of	Man,	along	with	the	other	crown
dependencies,	on	the	list	of	passport	holders	exempt	from	paying	for	a	visa	–	a
potential	saving	of	$50	each	for	the	three	of	us	who	qualify.	Well,	this	didn’t
happen,	the	senior	staff	member	on	duty	in	Lusaka	was	adamant	that	because
our	passport	said	that	our	nationalities	were	British	on	the	information	page,	then
we	had	to	pay	for	a	visa	as	a	British	passport	holder	–	even	though	the	front	of
the	passport	clearly	says	Isle	of	Man.	Fred	wanted	to	argue	further,	but	the
alternative	is,	of	course,	getting	back	on	a	plane	and	going	home.

I’d	never	really	expected	it	to	work	out	–	these	things	often	depend	on	who	you
meet	on	the	ground	on	the	day	–	and	I	had	dollars	ready	to	hand	to	simplify
our	onward	progress,	as	did	all	the	others.	Apart	from	that,	our	luggage	all
appeared	on	the	belt,	our	pickup	driver	was	clearly	identifiable	and	ready	and
waiting	for	us	and	the	sun	was	shining.	I	seem	to	recall	that	I	had	requested
temperatures	in	the	mid	to	high	twenties	and	I	must	admit	I	was	disappointed	to
find	that	it	was	actually	in	the	low	thirties	when	we	came	out	into	the	mid-
afternoon	sunshine.	I	did	raise	this	matter	with	my	tour	manager,	but	he	seemed
unable	or	unwilling	to	alter	things	at	short	notice.





Pioneer	CampPioneer	Camp	

Fred	had	found	us	a	typical	guest	house	/	campsite	for	our
first	night	in	Lusaka.	We	would	need	a	place	to	rest	before	a
long	journey	the	following	day	and	he	found	us	a	place	not
too	far	away	from	the	airport,	but	far	enough	off	the	beaten
track	to	restrict	traffic,	airline	and	people	noise	to	a	minimum.

Pioneer	camp	has	nice	chalets,	decent	bathrooms,	good	food
and	cool	beer	–	I’m	sure	it	could	have	been	colder,	but	they
were	having	to	spend	most	of	the	day	on	the	generator
because	of	ongoing	power	problems.

More	than	80%	of	Zambia’s	electricity	needs	are	provided	for
by	hydro-electricity.	With	the	2019	rains	arriving	a	little	late,
the	reservoirs	(particularly	Kariba)	were	so	low	that	rolling
blackouts	of	up	to	18	hours	per	day	were	in	operation	across
the	country.	Building	a	dam	across	the	mighty	Zambesi	was
one	of	those	1960’s-70’s	megaprojects	that	hoped	to
transform	the	region	with	abundant	cheap	power	and	a
lessened	risk	of	flooding	further	downstream.	The	dam	and	its
huge	generators	still	work,	but	the	dam	is	ageing	and	cannot
be	effectively	used	at	its	full	original	capacity	which
exacerbates	the	problem	of	drought	management.

The	rains	had	arrived	–	indeed	it	rained	hard	on	the	evening
of	our	arrival	–	but	it	takes	time	for	water	levels	to	rise	and	so
the	power	outages	continue.	This	isn’t	really	a	problem	for	a
one-night	stay	in	a	chalet.	There’re	always	solar	torches
available	as	a	backup	and	we	were	tired	enough	to	fall	into
bed	almost	immediately	after	dinner.

In	any	event,	we	all	seemed	to	sleep	satisfactorily	and	after	a
pleasant	breakfast	we	were	ready	to	take	to	the	road	for	our
first	long	journey	of	the	adventure.	Stephen,	our	driver,	arrived
in	good	time	and	we	were	soon	heading	west	through	the
centre	of	Lusaka	and	off	on	good	tar	towards	Kafue	National
Park.	





Kafue	National	Park	–	McBride’s	CampKafue	National	Park	–	McBride’s	Camp	

Fred	has	a	knack	of	finding	really	good	places	to	stay	–	you	have	to	accept
that	he	is	also	capable	of	finding	really	bad	places	to	stay	–	but	the	good	do
seem	to	outweigh	the	bad	by	a	reasonable	margin.	As	the	rains	take	hold,
there	are	somewhat	fewer	choices	in	Zambia	anyway,	but	we	all	have	high
expectations	of	McBride’s	and	the	wilderness	experience	it	offers.

Right	from	the	very	first	trip,	the	thing	I	like	most	about	coming	to	Africa	is
that	ability	to	find	somewhere	truly	remote	and	untouched.	It	probably
doesn’t	get	any	better	than	Kafue	National	Park.	One	of	the	largest	parks	in
the	world	–	roughly	the	size	of	Wales	–	it	offers	truly	untapped	and	unfiltered
wilderness.	As	you	leave	the	tarmac,	having	topped	off	the	fuel	tanks	in	the
last	town,	there’s	more	than	100km	of	rough	dirt	roads	still	to	go	to	get	us	to

our	destination.

The	road	is	bad	–	but	not	impossible	–	but	the	car	is	small	and	my	legs	are
long.	I’m	delighted	to	get	slowly	out	at	our	destination	and	pour	a	bottle	of
water	onto	my	knee	to	take	some	of	the	tension	and	pain	away.	I’m	fine	if	I
can	straighten	my	leg	–	I	have	no	problem	on	the	plane	for	example	–	but
having	it	bent	for	about	six	hours	non-stop	was	just	a	bit	too	much.	It	means
I	fail	somewhat	in	greeting	our	hosts	for	the	next	week.

Chris	and	Charlotte	McBride	have	spent	much	of	their	lives	in	the	wild,	Chris
becoming	an	authority	on	the	habits	and	dynamics	of	lions	and	their
relationships	with	each	other.	Now	they	try	and	share	that	passion	through
their	books,	online	and	by	letting	lucky	visitors	spend	some	time	in	their
wilderness	with	them.

So,	McBride’s	Camp	sits	on	the	bank	of	the	Kafue	river	with	hippos	and
crocodiles	at	the	foot	of	the	lawn	and	a	garden	the	size	of	a	county!	It’s	a
typical	rustic-style	camp,	with	timber	and	thatch	chalets	and	open-air
bathrooms,	big	comfortable	beds	and	really	good	mosquito	nets.	When	we
arrive,	the	rains	have	too.	The	whole	area	is	green	and	there	are	Puku	and
Impala	everywhere,	grazing	on	the	fresh	grass.

On	the	evening	of	our	arrival	Chris	–	rifle	over	his	shoulder	–	takes	us	for	a
short	walk	around	the	edges	of	the	camp	and	some	way	beyond.	It	is	a	nice
opportunity	to	see	some	antelope	up	close,	but	also	to	hear	the	passion	and
love	that	Chris	has	for	his	chosen	home	and	the	wildlife	that	inhabits	it.	You
just	can’t	help	liking	the	place	–	and	that	is	just	in	the	first	few	hours	of
arriving.	The	river	is	rising	–	the	hippos	are	apparently	on	tip-toe	by	this	time
–	and	getting	wider	and	faster	as	it	deepens.	Here	at	the	camp	it’s	about
100m	wide,	but	as	little	as	60cm	deep	in	places	–	often	over	rocks	as	well	as

sandbanks.	The	water	is	dark	and	clear	with	little	sediment,	lots	of	weed	and
plenty	of	fish.

Dinner	is	excellent	and	the	bed	offers	a	good	night’s	rest	–	well	considering
the	heat	I	don’t	think	I	did	too	bad,	waking	just	around	5am,	as	the	first	hint
of	light	was	brightening	the	steel	mesh	that	stands	for	windows	on	the	front
of	our	cabin.	Our	routine	for	the	next	few	days	is	to	be	coffee	(yuck!)	at
seven,	then	some	activity	before	brunch	at	about	eleven;	rest	until	the	heat
starts	to	ease	around	four	in	the	afternoon,	then	go	out	again	until	six	or	so.
Drinks	and	dinner	from	around	seven	then	early	to	bed	ready	for	another	day.

With	six	nights	to	spend	here,	we	have	plenty	of	time	for	a	bit	of	variety.

As	a	bonus,	we	even	have	excellent	internet	connectivity	via	a	satellite	uplink.
I’m	able	to	keep	my	friends	and	customers	updated	on	my	progress	through
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plenty	of	fish.

Dinner	is	excellent	and	the	bed	offers	a	good	night’s	rest	–	well	considering
the	heat	I	don’t	think	I	did	too	bad,	waking	just	around	5am,	as	the	first	hint
of	light	was	brightening	the	steel	mesh	that	stands	for	windows	on	the	front
of	our	cabin.	Our	routine	for	the	next	few	days	is	to	be	coffee	(yuck!)	at
seven,	then	some	activity	before	brunch	at	about	eleven;	rest	until	the	heat
starts	to	ease	around	four	in	the	afternoon,	then	go	out	again	until	six	or	so.
Drinks	and	dinner	from	around	seven	then	early	to	bed	ready	for	another	day.

With	six	nights	to	spend	here,	we	have	plenty	of	time	for	a	bit	of	variety.

As	a	bonus,	we	even	have	excellent	internet	connectivity	via	a	satellite	uplink.
I’m	able	to	keep	my	friends	and	customers	updated	on	my	progress	through



Facebook	and	keep	on	top	of	any	possible	emails
that	need	my	attention.	Power	is	solar,	but	we	have
some	charging	points	that	are	connected	to	this
power	at	various	times	of	the	day.

















Day	OneDay	One

Our	first	full	day	starts	early	with	a	quick	trip	across	the	river	for	a	walk	to
check	an	aardvark	hole	that	Chris	is	keen	to	place	a	trail	camera	alongside.	We
walk	for	a	few	kilometres	through	the	forest,	surrounded	by	puku,	impala	and
waterbuck	–	they’re	all	a	little	shy	and	don’t	seem	to	be	used	to	people,
preferring	to	keep	a	considerable	distance.	We	pass	the	time	looking	at
wonderful	flowers	that	have	come	out	with	the	arrival	of	the	rains.	It	takes
about	an	hour	to	walk	a	couple	of	kilometres	inland	to	the	location	of	the
excavations,	but	sadly	the	aardvark	seems	to	have	left	some	time	earlier.	

Slightly	disappointed,	we	walk	back	to	the	river	and	return	to	the	south	bank
for	brunch	and	a	rest	from	the	mounting	heat.	We	have	plenty	of	time	to
wander	around	the	camp,	looking	for	birds	and	anything	else	that	takes	our
eye.	It	is	understandably	quiet	with	the	afternoon	temperatures	in	the	mid-
thirties.	

Our	evening	is	taken	with	a	leisurely	boat	ride	downstream.	We	travel	for

several	kilometres,	spotting	birds	on	either	shore	as	we	drift	downstream	then
motor	back.	The	Kafue	river	is	truly	wonderful	–	gently	flowing,	clear	dark	water
and	steep	banks	overhanging	with	trees	in	endless	variety.	As	mentioned,	when
we	arrive,	the	river	at	camp	is	around	100m	or	so	wide.	It	varies	between	about
80m	to	around	150m	in	places	and	presumably	the	depth	varies	accordingly.
Looking	at	the	shoreline,	it	is	clear	that	there’s	maybe	a	metre	or	more	yet	for	it
to	rise,	but	that	will	be	a	couple	of	months	or	more	after	we	have	left.	

There	are	hippos	in	the	river,	but	mostly	small	groups	of	maybe	up	to	20
animals	and	well-spaced	along	the	watercourse.	This	is	surely	a	sign	of	how	low
the	water	levels	can	be	in	October	when	the	rains	are	being	eagerly	awaited	by
all	the	residents	of	the	park.





Day	TwoDay	Two	

Our	second	day	starts	with	an	early	game	drive	out	into	the	woods	and	after	the
usual	few	Impala	and	Puku,	we	have	our	first	really	exciting	sighting	of	the	trip.
Sitting	calmly	on	top	of	a	small	mound,	just	a	few	metres	from	our	track,	is	a
young	leopard.	He	takes	an	interest	in	us,	but	is	clearly	unsure	how	to	react	to
the	strange	object	in	front	of	him.	

He	sits	up,	he	lies	down	again,	he	turns	around	and	lies	the	other	way,	all	the
time	keeping	us	in	sight	but	looking	around	for	the	reassurance	of	his	mum.	After
a	couple	of	minutes,	he	stands	again	and	slips	off	down	the	back	of	the	mound
and	away.	We	try	to	get	around	the	back	of	the	mound	as	well,	but	the
undergrowth	is	thick	and	we	reluctantly	have	to	continue	without	seeing	him
again.	Annoyingly,	there	are	a	few	straggly	branches	between	us,	but	the	photos
are	as	good	as	can	be	acquired	and	it	is	a	wonderful	thing	to	see	so	early	in	the
trip.	

We	stop	at	an	Aardvark	hole	to	position	both	Fred’s	and	one	of	the	camps	Trail
Cameras	to	leave	for	a	couple	of	days	to	try	and	catch	the	action	–	if	there	is
any.	We’ll	come	back	in	a	few	days	and	retrieve	them.	

Deeper	into	the	country,	the	game	seems	to	thin	out,	but	we	do	see	greater	kudu
and	warthog	before	the	time	comes	to	turn	back	towards	camp.	As	we	round	a
sharp	turn	in	the	track,	the	driver	slams	on	the	brakes	and	reverses	a	few	feet	to
reveal	a	2m	rock	python	in	the	road	blocking	our	path.	We	slowly	detour	around
him,	trying	our	best	not	to	disturb	his	sunbathing.	He	is	really	bright	and
colourful,	probably	from	recently	shedding	his	skin.	He	tastes	the	air	occasionally
but	otherwise	shows	no	acknowledgement	of	our	presence	as	we	stop	on	our
way	around	him	several	times	for	stunningly	sharp	photographs.	

After	a	relaxing	brunch	and	a	quiet	afternoon,	the	day	is	closed	with	a	night	drive
through	the	bush.	Game	drives	at	night	offer	a	chance	to	see	creatures	that	are
otherwise	not	seen	during	the	daylight	hours.	The	weather	is	a	little	damp,	but
safely	seated	and	with	our	waterproofs	on	and	the	big	spotlight	ready	we	set	off
into	the	drizzly	darkness.	

Our	guide	quickly	spots	a	couple	of	small	hares,	followed	shortly	by	a	spotted
genet	hiding	in	the	undergrowth.	The	rain	keeps	much	of	the	wildlife	under	cover
but	we	see	a	couple	of	bush-babies	(Lesser	Galagos)	and	some	duiker	that	we
would	not	have	otherwise	found.	Although	the	rain	stops,	we	don’t	stay	out	too
long	and	soon	retire	to	our	beds.	













Day	ThreeDay	Three	

Our	third	day	is	to	consist	of	a	15km	journey,	slowly	downstream	to	the	bush
camp,	relaxing	on	the	boat	as	we	see	what	birds	and	other	wildlife	we	can	find
on	the	riverbanks	and	on	the	water.	The	sun	is	shining	and	the	birds	are
plentiful,	mostly	herons,	open-bill	storks,	darters	and	a	few	kingfishers.	There
are	several	pods	of	hippos,	but	they	seem	intent	on	keeping	out	of	our	way,
rather	than	being	confrontational.	

The	bush	camp	is	remarkably	well	set-up	for	somewhere	so	remote	and
isolated.	There’s	a	comfortable	lounge	and	dining	area	and	several	tents	with
shower	and	toilet	facilities.	We	have	a	picnic	lunch	and	spend	a	couple	of
hours	relaxing	and	looking	around	before	we	must	head	back	against	the
current.	The	camp’s	location	means	it	is	often	visited	by	quite	large	numbers	of
mammals,	but	we	were	not	lucky	enough	to	see	any	on	our	very	brief	visit.	
The	return	trip	back	to	McBride’s	is	a	difficult	one.	The	outboard	on	the	boat
isn’t	running	properly	and	we	struggle	along	against	the	flow	at	only	a	couple
of	kph.	It’s	a	great	opportunity	to	start	to	take	some	riverscapes.

The	little	Canon	camera	is	performing	admirably,	it	turns	out	to	be	the	ideal
companion	to	my	Pentax	and	the	now	more	than	30-year	old	Sigma	400mm
f5.6.	I’m	also	even	starting	to	prefer	this	lens	to	the	sadly	dead	Sigma	50-500
that	has	accompanied	me	on	all	the	previous	trips	to	Africa.	The	older	lens	is	–
of	course	–	far	more	primitive,	but	it	has	very	short	focus	throw	and	seems	to
work	better	with	multi-point	focus	than	the	zoom	lens	ever	did.	I’m	not	giving
up	too	much	on	the	range,	but	have	to	swop	to	the	Canon	whenever	I	want	to
capture	the	scenery	or	the	animal	moves	a	bit	closer.	

Another	boat	is	sent	down	just	in	case,	but	we	are	quite	happy	to	take	as	long
as	it	needs	to	get	back	and	we	motor	along	slowly	for	about	three	hours.	The
clouds	are,	however,	building	and	thickening	with	the	odd	rumble	of	thunder
and	a	couple	of	spectacular	flashes	of	lightning.	As	the	nose	of	the	boat
touches	the	jetty	the	engine	splutters	as	if	to	say	“I’ve	got	you	home,	but	now
I’m	done	for	the	day!”	

We	make	it	to	dinner	just	in	time,	as	the	downpour	begins	and	continues
through	much	of	the	night.	It’s	not	tropically	heavy,	just	good	steady	rainy-
season	rain	that	the	country	badly	needs.





















Day	FourDay	Four	

The	fourth	day	in	Kafue	dawns	overcast	and
even	a	little	drizzly.	It	doesn’t	look	promising,
but	we	set	out	on	a	drive	to	recover	the	trail
cameras	and	see	what	we	can	see	out	in	the
bush.	We	travel	a	few	kilometres	deeper	into
the	bush,	but	there’s	little	to	see	in	the	dreary
morning.	We	do	manage	to	find	a	couple	of
interesting	birds,	but	the	area	is	quiet.	As	we
near	camp	on	our	return,	the	rain	starts	afresh
and	we	end	the	drive	under	a	porcupine	of
umbrellas	in	the	back	of	the	truck.	

Sadly,	that	is	pretty	much	it	for	the	day.	We
take	a	couple	of	short	walks	around	camp
between	the	heavier	downpours,	but	the	rain	is
more	or	less	constant	for	the	rest	of	the	day.
All	we	can	do	is	enjoy	our	supper	and	hope
that	the	morning	brings	something	better.	





Day	FiveDay	Five	

Our	fifth	day	is	our	last	full	day	at	McBride’s	and	also	my	birthday.	There’ll	be	no
unwelcome	surprises	here,	just	good	company	and	whatever	we	can	find	for	the
day.	The	plan	from	the	previous	night	was	to	take	a	short	game	drive	to	visit	the
local	hot	springs,	then	sit	comfortably	under	some	shade	and	see	what	wanders
or	flutters	by.	

Upon	meeting	to	get	ready,	plans	are	cast	aside	as	elephants	have	been	sighted.
We	make	for	the	boat,	as	this	is	initially	thought	to	be	the	best	way	to	get	a	good
sighting.	This	is	abandoned	after	just	a	couple	of	minutes	in	favour	of	getting	into
the	safari	truck	and	moving	inland.	Initially	Charlotte	and	I	can	both	smell	that
elephants	are	near	and	she	is	sure	she	sees	on	as	we	are	leaving	the	boat.	

However,	we	make	it	out	to	the	springs	without	seeing	them	and	I’m	beginning	to
think	they	will	remain	too	deeply	in	cover.	We	spend	a	few	minutes	at	the	spring,
watching	some	Grosbeak	Weavers	building	their	nests	in	the	reeds.	It	starts	to
drizzle	as	we	head	back	to	the	car	and	set	off	once	more.	

A	few	hundred	metres	further	on	and	there	are	elephants	–	three	or	four	of	them
–	deep	in	the	bush.	We	manoeuvre	to	get	some	photos	and	just	sit	quietly	for	a
few	minutes	until	they	drift	slowly	out	of	site,	browsing	as	they	go.	Elephants	for
my	birthday	seem	like	a	fine	present	to	me,	certainly	one	that	I	don’t	get	every
year,	but	have	now	had	two	years	in	a	row!	

Clearly	our	drivers	are	wary.	These	are	not	east	African	Elephants	and	they	need
to	be	respected.	We	don’t	try	and	chase	after	them,	preferring	to	leave	them	to
their	browsing	in	peace.	

Afternoon	tea	turns	into	the	start	of	my	birthday	celebrations.	The	whole	staff
sing	happy	birthday	–	and	somehow,	I’m	not	so	bothered	this	time	as	last.	I	still
don’t	enjoy	being	the	centre	of	attention,	but	I	can	live	with	it	better	than	I	did
last	year.	There’s	a	nice	cake	to	go	with	our	usual	snacks	then	off	for	another
game	drive.	

The	evening	game	drive	is	just	as	good	as	the	morning	one,	with	a	family	of	bush
pigs	that	I	manage	to	not	get	a	photo	of,	a	magnificent	view	of	a	bushbuck	and	–
and	I’m	sure	this	was	engineered	a	bit	–	another	chance	to	see	the	four
elephants	we	had	encountered	in	the	morning.	

Then	back	to	camp	for	drinks	and	dinner.	I’d	been	asked	what	I	would	like,	so
knew	we	were	having	a	roast	of	lamb,	but	not	that	we	were	having	sparkling	wine
and	a	nice	wine	with	the	main	course.	It	was	a	proper	birthday	dinner	and
something	I	don’t	think	I’ve	ever	really	allowed	for	in	the	past.	I	think	everyone
had	a	great	time,	I	know	I	really	enjoyed	myself	with	good	food,	good	wine	and
great	company.	









Day	SixDay	Six	

Sadly,	we	had	to	be	up	early	for	a	very	quick	breakfast.	We	had	a	400km	drive
ahead	of	us	and	Stephen,	our	driver,	had	arrived	after	eight	the	previous	evening,
commenting	that	the	roads	were	quite	wet	in	places.	Sadly,	it	was	time	to	say
farewell	to	Chris	and	Charlotte,	together	with	the	other	staff.	I	would	perhaps	see
Charlotte	in	another	week	or	so,	as	I’d	promised	to	look	at	her	laptop	when	we
were	back	in	Lusaka	on	the	18th.	

Of	we	set,	making	as	good	a	speed	as	could	be	expected	or	managed.	Four	hours
out	of	the	park	on	pretty	rough	dirt	roads,	then	a	long	two	hours	or	so	to	Lusaka.
We	take	a	nice	break	for	an	ice	cream	at	a	busy	mall	to	the	south	of	the	city	then
head	off	towards	the	south-east	corner	of	the	country	and	the	Lower	Zambesi.
	

Kafue	ThoughtsKafue	Thoughts	

I	must	admit	that	I	remain	intrigued	by	the	vast	unspoilt	nature	of	Kafue	National
Park.	It	is	one	of	the	first	places	that	I	have	visited	–	perhaps	the	very	first	–
where	I	have	though	that	I	could	return	and	make	a	film.	I’m	no	film-maker,	but	I
have	some	equipment	and	love	to	experiment.	A	couple	of	weeks	with	trail
cameras,	time-lapse,	action	cameras	and	my	hand-held	cameras	would	maybe
offer	an	exciting	look	at	a	truly	wild	place	in	an	ever-shrinking	world.	It’s	not
going	to	happen	soon,	but	it	is	intriguing	to	think	that	it	is	something	that	I
could	maybe	do	one	day.	

The	counter-argument	to	this	is	of	course	one	of	exposure.	If	I	somehow	tell	the
world	about	this	last	great	African	wilderness,	will	they	all	want	to	experience	it
too	and	then	it	loses	its	wildness	as	the	tourist	numbers	increase.	Honestly,	I
don’t	know.	Most	tourists	wouldn’t	be	prepared	to	put	up	with	the	difficult
conditions	to	get	to	Kafue	and	those	road	conditions	are	not	going	to	be
improved	substantially	any	time	soon	even	if	more	people	want	to	go	there.	









Lower	Zambesi	–	Gwabi	River	LodgeLower	Zambesi	–	Gwabi	River	Lodge	

Although	it	is	hard	to	believe	until	you	study	the	map	with	care,	we	were	now,
after	more	than	10	hours	on	the	road,	back	on	the	same	river	as	McBride’s
Camp	–	albeit	on	the	other	side.	The	Kafue	river	winds	through	the	heart	of
Southern	Zambia	and	we	were	now	in	a	beautiful	camp	just	a	short	distance
from	the	point	where	the	Kafue	meets	the	Zambesi.	

Gwabi	is	at	the	opposite	end	of	the	spectrum	to	McBride’s.	It	has	a	modern
look	and	feel,	electricity,	a	swimming	pool,	air-conditioned	chalets	and	a	more
cosmopolitan	vibe.	It	also	has	a	very	different	location	and	climate.	We	are
now	almost	1000m	lower	and	the	temperatures	and	humidity	are
correspondingly	higher.	As	we	step	out	of	Stephen’s	air-conditioned	vehicle,
the	moist	heat	hits	us	like	a	wall.	It	must	be	35	degrees	and	stifling.

The	lodge	is	situated	on	the	bank	of	the	river,	but	high	above	the	water	with	a
great	view	of	the	escarpment	down	which	we	had	earlier	driven.	This	is	well
and	truly	lowland	river.	The	topology	is	a	bit	“livelier”	than	it	was	in	Kafue
National	Park	which	had	been	very	flat.	

Day	OneDay	One	

We	are	scheduled	to	be	here	for	a	whole	week.	Fred	wants	us	to	spend	a	night
at	their	bush	camp	–	about	40km	down	the	Zambesi	and	home	to	proper	big
wildlife	(read	ELEPHANTS).	There’s	also	the	river	and	forest	to	explore	to	see
what	birds	and	mammals	we	can	find.	

We	start	our	first	full	day	slowly.	Our	guide,	Reuben,	takes	us	for	a	walk	back
along	the	road	down	which	we	arrived	looking	for	birds.	Sure	enough,	there
are	plenty	of	birds	about,	but	getting	a	photo	of	any	one	of	them	is	a

daunting	task.	The	forest	is	thick	and	the	rains	have	already	made	everything
green	and	impenetrable.	I	may	have	described	in	detail	in	the	past,	just	how
much	I	hate	forest	birding,	but	we	still	seem	to	spend	too	much	time	trying	it
again	and	again.	On	top	of	the	greenery,	there’s	the	sun.	It	is	what	can	only	be
described	as	relentless.	The	humidity	is	high	and	the	temperatures	soon	soar
into	the	30s	again	–	even	by	10am.	

The	best	we	can	manage	is	to	escape	to	the	bar	for	a	cold	soda	and	then
Chris	and	I	spend	a	bit	of	the	heat	of	the	afternoon	in	the	pool	before
venturing	out	again	in	another	fruitless	search	for	birds.	

So,	a	quiet	first	day,	but	dinner	is	good	and	the	air	conditioning	in	our	room
is	a	welcome	retreat	from	the	stifling	heat	allowing	a	good	night’s	rest.
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venturing	out	again	in	another	fruitless	search	for	birds.	

So,	a	quiet	first	day,	but	dinner	is	good	and	the	air	conditioning	in	our	room
is	a	welcome	retreat	from	the	stifling	heat	allowing	a	good	night’s	rest.







Day	TwoDay	Two	

For	our	second	day	we	have	planned	a	boat	ride	for	the	morning.	We	set	off	just
after	eight	–	the	threatening	clouds	and	thunder	seem	to	have	moved	away
towards	the	escarpment	by	this	time	and	we	are	keen	to	get	our	first	sight	of	the
Zambesi.	

As	always,	I	really	enjoy	the	boat.	There	are	plenty	of	birds	to	keep	us	occupied
as	we	drift	down	river	with	the	current,	the	odd	crocodile	–	including	a
youngster	on	a	log	nice	and	close	to	the	boat	–	and	plenty	of	hippos	as	we	get
to	them	main	channel.	

Now,	although	I	have	seen	Victoria	Falls	and	the	width	of	the	Zambesi	at	the	falls
is	impressive,	this	lower	stretch	of	the	river	feels	much	more	like	one	of	the
“Great	Rivers”	of	the	world.	It	is	several	hundred	metres	wide,	deep	in	places	and
fast	flowing	with	islands,	sand	bars,	rocks	and	eddies.	

The	contrast	between	the	two	banks	is	obvious	–	the	Zambia	(North)	bank	is
dotted	with	fields	and	shacks,	buildings	and	lodges.	The	Zimbabwe	side	is
initially	much	quieter	and	wilder	–	there	are	a	couple	of	resort	lodges	further
downstream,	but	to	start	we	see	unspoilt	wild	country.	

There	are	many	birds	to	see	–	several	different	bee-eaters	that	are	new	for	us	on
this	trip	stand	out,	as	do	the	white-faced	ducks	and	the	purple	heron.	The	top
pick	for	the	excursion,	however,	is	a	family	of	elephants	moving	through	the
marshes	towards	the	river	on	the	Zimbabwe	bank.	They	are	a	little	far	away,	but
the	water	is	too	shallow	to	allow	us	to	get	closer	safely	and	we	snatch	a	few
shots	with	them	before	we	continue	our	exploration	further	downstream.	

We	move	slowly	downstream	looking	for	birds	for	a	couple	of	hours	before
motoring	back	to	the	lodge	in	time	for	lunch.	

















Day	ThreeDay	Three	

For	our	third	full	day,	we	are	driven	the	50	or	so	kilometres	to	the	Kariba	Dam.
The	dam	was	built	in	the	‘60s	to	provide	power	to	both	Zambia	and	Zimbabwe.
It’s	now	six	turbines	can	generate	1080MW	at	peak	flow,	but	the	water	levels
have	been	a	serious	problem	for	several	years	and	were	responsible	for	the	rolling
power	cuts	across	Zambia	while	we	were	there.	I	love	the	“Load	Shedding”
euphemism	they	use	when	they	just	mean	they’re	turning	all	the	power	off	for	up
to	18	hours	a	day.	

The	dam	itself	is	a	huge	concrete	double-arch	design.	It	is	600m	along	the	crest
and	128m	to	the	river	below.	I	felt	it	was	so	big	that	it	was	almost	impossible	to
get	a	sense	of	scale.	As	you	approach	it	looks	much	smaller	than	it	actually	is
and	only	when	you	walk	out	on	to	it	do	you	start	to	get	that	sense	of	immense
bulk	and	solidity.	Sadly,	it	is	rumoured	to	be	far	from	solid.	The	concrete	is	now
showing	its	age	and	constant	monitoring	is	required	to	assess	any	movement	in
the	structure.	The	massive	(and	I	mean	truly	enormous)	Lake	Kariba	that	the	dam
creates	is	over	5000	square	kilometres	in	extent	when	full	and	contains	several
large	and	small	islands.	

From	the	dam	we	headed	off	to	a	local	lakeside	lodge	for	an	excellent	lunch.	Fred
and	Chris	had	fresh	crayfish	which	looked	excellent,	but	I	settled	for	a	simpler
burger	that	was	also	very	good.	The	lodge	had	an	excellent	view	of	the	lake,	but
the	heat	was	really	quite	oppressive	and	we	were	happy	to	head	back	to	Gwabi
Lodge	and	get	into	the	pool	to	cool	down.	

Having	now	seen	the	Zambesi	both	at	the	dam	and	lower	down	where	the	Kafue
joins	it,	I	can’t	see	where	all	the	water	in	the	lower	river	comes	from.	At	the	foot
of	the	dam,	the	river	looks	substantial,	to	be	sure,	but	not	the	kilometre-wide
monster	that	we	were	powering	back	up	yesterday.	At	the	Kafue	River	confluence,
you	can	clearly	see	the	relative	flow	of	the	two	and	the	Kafue	is	insignificant.	Yet,
to	me	from	the	top	of	the	dam,	they	look	much	the	same	in	terms	of	overall	size
and	flow.	A	little	study	is	advised	I	believe	to	see	what	other	tributaries
contribute	to	this	lower	river.	I	know	it	is	quite	shallow,	but	even	so,	it	is	flowing
quickly	and	that	needs	a	considerable	volume	of	water.	

Of	course,	I	have	also	seen	the	Zambesi	further	upstream.	On	our	trip	to	Namibia
and	Botswana	(2016-17)	we	visited	Victoria	Falls	at	a	similar	time	of	the	year
(when	the	river	was	still	quite	low).	The	flow	there	at	that	time	was	quite	low	and
would	–	to	my	untrained	eye	at	least	–	seem	similar	to	the	flow	at	the	bottom	of
the	Kariba	Dam.
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Day	FourDay	Four	

Fred	and	Chris	had	gone	out	early	for	a	bit	of	a	bird	hunt.	I	had	decided	that
today,	as	it	was	a	Sunday,	would	be	a	bit	of	a	rest	day	for	me.	We	would	be
heading	downstream	tomorrow	and	spending	the	night	at	the	island	bush
camp	for	which	I	felt	some	fortification	would	be	necessary.	

It	is	as	good	a	time	as	any	–	halfway	through	our	trip	this	year	–	to	bring	this
journal	up-to-date	and	spend	a	little	time	on	editing	and	expanding	while
things	are	still	fresh	in	the	memory.	

Day	5	–	The	IslandDay	5	–	The	Island	

The	team	at	Gwabi	have	created	a	bush	camp	/	lodge	that	is	situated	on	an
exclusive	island	about	30km	or	so	down	the	Zambesi	from	the	confluence
with	the	Kafue.	Fred	is	determined	that	we	shall	spend	one	night	down	there
–	Elizabeth	and	I	are	less	sure	about	this,	fearing	a	lack	of	facilities	–	and
tonight	is	to	be	that	night.	

It	is	a	long	boat-ride	downriver	and	we	start	off	just	after	eight,	having	had
breakfast.	We	have	decided	that	we’ll	go	slowly	and	see	what	we	can	see.	

Things	start	out	really	well,	with	a	couple	of	elephants	down	by	the	water	on
the	first	island	opposite	the	mouth	of	the	Kafue	river.	We	motor	across	to	get
a	better	view,	but	the	first	one	has	faded	into	the	forest,	leaving	his
companion	still	down	by	the	water.	He	doesn’t	seem	keen	to	stay	near	us	and

quickly	climbs	the	steep	bank	to	tower	above	us.	He	does,	at	this	point,	stand
for	some	photos	and	I	take	a	large	number	–	I’m	conscious	that	we	may	not
see	many	more	today.	

The	journey	down	is	relaxing	and	rewarding.	There	are	plenty	of	hippos	and
birds	to	keep	us	occupied,	including	great	views	of	Goliath	Herons,	Fish
Eagles	and	my	best	ever	look	at	an	Osprey.	I’ve	seen	them	a	few	times	in
Africa	now,	but	they	often	seem	a	bit	distant	and	never	stand	long	enough	for
a	decent	photo.	Despite	the	movement	of	the	boat	with	the	current,	this	was
not	the	case	today	and	I	have	a	set	of	really	crisp	and	sharp	images.
	
We	also	manage	to	capture	some	superb	images	of	a	Malachite	Kingfisher.	He
seemed	unconcerned	as	we	manoeuvred	back	and	forth	to	get	a	good	shot	of
him	low	down	on	a	reed	near	to	the	water’s	edge.	Once	again,	these	are	the
clearest	sharpest	images	of	this	bird	I’ve	ever	taken	and	with	my	love	of

kingfishers	in	general	it	was	a	real	bonus.	

The	best,	however,	was	still	to	come.	As	we	were	trying	to	position	ourselves
for	the	perfect	kingfisher	image,	I	noticed	what	looked	to	be	an	elephant	–	or
maybe	two	–	close	to	the	water	just	a	couple	of	hundred	metres	downstream.
Sure	enough,	there	were	two	youngsters,	doing	what	elephants	do,	playing	in
the	water.	And,	as	I	may	have	said	before,	they	really	do	just	want	to	play	in
the	water.	Sure,	they	need	to	keep	their	skin	coated	in	a	little	mud	to	protect
from	the	heat,	and	it	is	always	good	to	get	into	the	water	for	a	cool	down,	but
mostly	they	just	love	playing	and	splashing	around.	

These	particular	two	treated	us	to	a	prolonged	game	of	push	and	shove	as
they	moved	slowly	along	the	river	just	away	from	the	bank,	rolling	and
wrestling	as	they	went	along.	You	can’t	help	but	take	photo	after	photo	when
they’re	doing	this	and	I	always	fall	into	that	trap.
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The	heat	had	been	building	all	day,	it	was	now	near	to	noon	and	the	sun	was
relentless.	We	sped	up	for	the	rest	of	the	trip	to	the	island,	creating	a	refreshing
breeze	by	the	speeding	of	the	boat	over	the	water.	Soon	we	reached	our
destination	and	alighted	to	find	a	well-appointed	central	lodge,	and	huts	with
showers,	toilets	and	reasonable	beds.	

While	preparations	were	being	made	for	dinner,	we	headed	off	a	little	further
downstream	to	find	yet	more	elephants	just	as	we	were	stopping	for	a	sundowner
under	a	beautiful	multi-coloured	sky	with	the	Zambesi	below	us	showing	barely	a
ripple.	

We	ate	outside	–	steaks	and	chicken	barbecued	over	the	embers	of	the	fire	–
then	headed	early	to	bed.	It	would	be	difficult	to	get	to	sleep,	as	the	heat	was
still	oppressive	and	the	thundery	humidity	only	making	it	worse.

























Day	6	–	The	ReturnDay	6	–	The	Return	

At	some	point	in	the	night	–	probably	around	3am,	the
wind	started	to	pick	up	into	a	strong	easterly	breeze.	The
temperature	lowered	by	a	few	degrees	and	I	finally	fell	into
a	more	comfortable	sleep.	Breakfast	was	to	be	at	seven	and
we	were	all	apparently	awake	before	that	–	unavoidable
with	the	breaking	sun	streaming	into	the	front	of	our	cabins.

Chris	was	out	the	door	before	me,	only	to	return	moments
later	with	the	news	that	there	were	elephants	in	the	camp
with	us.	I	struggled	into	my	shoes	and	grabbed	the	cameras.
Sure	enough,	what	appeared	to	be	a	bachelor	herd	had
appeared	just	inland	of	our	cabins	and	they	were	moving
slowly	along	towards	the	main	lodge,	browsing	as	they
went.	

They	drifted	from	view	quite	quickly,	but	appeared	once
more	after	breakfast,	this	time	to	the	east	of	camp	and	quite
a	bit	closer	–	maybe	20	or	30	metres	from	the	lodge.	They
didn’t	seem	to	be	in	any	hurry	to	be	anywhere	else	and
hung	around	in	the	same	area	right	up	until	we	were	all
packed	up	and	ready	for	the	fast	ride	back	to	Gwabi.	

This	is	our	last	full	day	enjoying	the	modernity	and	facilities
at	Gwabi.	Tomorrow	Stephen	will	return	to	drive	us	back	to
Lusaka.	From	there	we	will	fly	to	our	third	and	final	location
in	South	Luangwa	National	Park.	





Lower	Zambesi	ThoughtsLower	Zambesi	Thoughts	

Before	coming	to	Gwabi	River	Lodge,	I	was	unsure	what	to	expect
from	the	Lower	Zambesi	area.	I	knew	we	would	spend	time	on	the
river	and	around	the	many	islands	that	split	the	great	channel.	I’m
pretty	sure	that	I	expected	to	see	the	birds,	but	not	that	we	would
see	so	many	elephants	and	be	able	to	get	so	close	to	them	in	the
boat.	

I	certainly	never	expected	to	have	elephants	walk	right	up	to	the
edge	of	our	camp	and	watch	us	as	we	ate	our	breakfast.	When	the
wild	animals	anywhere	are	that	relaxed,	it	is	a	real	pleasure	to	be
part	of	their	world	for	a	few	moments.	
There	is	a	definite	contrast	between	the	Zambia	side	and	the
Zimbabwe	side	of	the	river.	The	Zambia	side	is	more	developed	and
less	“Wild”.	There	are	enclaves	of	people	all	along	the	bank	and	they
compete	with	the	wildlife	for	space	along	the	water’s	edge.	

The	Zimbabwe	side	is	almost	totally	wilderness,	speckled	here	and
there	with	a	handful	of	lodges.	The	wildlife	is	still	scarce,	but	we	saw
more	elephants	on	the	Zimbabwe	shore	than	we	did	on	the	Zambia
side.	

Long	DistancesLong	Distances	

Stephen	doesn’t	arrive	until	lunch	time	and	the	drive	back	to	Pioneer
Camp	in	Lusaka	takes	the	best	part	of	four	hours.	Frankly,	it	was
almost	four	hours	of	torture.	My	right	knee	was	in	almost
continuous	pain	from	more	or	less	when	we	set	off	and	the
discomfort	just	keeps	building	and	building	for	the	whole	journey.
Stephen	tries	his	best	and	takes	an	African	shortcut	around	the	edge
of	the	city	to	try	and	make	things	go	a	bit	faster.	Sadly,	this	doesn’t
really	work	out	and	we	crawl	through	the	suburbs	for	what	was
probably	longer	than	necessary.	

By	the	following	morning,	I	was	a	bit	better,	but	looking	forward	to	a
simpler	journey	for	the	day	ahead.	

I’m	so	glad	we	made	the	decision	to	fly	to	South	Luangwa.	The
600km	drive	from	Lusaka	would	have	simply	been	too	much	for	any
of	us	–	not	to	mention	the	loss	of	a	day	in	both	directions.	As	it
was,	we	would	be	in	Mfuwe	in	time	for	a	late	lunch	and	maybe	even
an	evening	game	drive	in	the	park.	





South	Luangwa	–	Wildlife	CampSouth	Luangwa	–	Wildlife	Camp	

So,	this	is	the	bit	I’ve	really	been	waiting	for.	I	love	to	see	all
the	birds	like	the	other	guys	do,	but	frankly	I’m	here	for	the
big	game	and	the	African	safari	experience.	South	Luangwa
should	offer	all	of	that	–	it	is	renowned	as	one	of	the	finest
big	game	safari	destinations	in	the	world,	rivalling	the	Masai
Mara,	Ngoro	Ngoro,	Chobe	and	the	Kruger	in	quality	and
quantity	of	game	on	show.	

Our	internal	flight	is	quick	and	comfortable.	We	are	in	the	air
for	about	an	hour	and	the	formalities	at	the	grandly	named
Mfuwe	International	Airport	are	minimalistic	to	say	the	least.
Our	driver	is	waiting	as	expected	and	we	are	whisked	away	to
Wildlife	Camp	–	a	fairly	basic	lodge	on	the	banks	of	the
Luangwa	River.	Initial	signs	are	good	that	it	will	live	up	to	its
name,	with	Baboons	in	the	grounds	and	birds,	hippo	and
squirrels	all	to	be	seen	from	the	bar.	

We	of	course	get	the	usual	warnings	about	wildlife	in	the
grounds	and	the	need	to	have	an	escort	or	be	driven	back	to
our	bungalows	after	dark.	The	schedule	sounds	like	a	busy	one
–	with	a	four-hour	game	drive	in	the	mornings	(5am	wake-up)
and	another	from	4pm	into	the	darkness.	I’m	not	sure	we’ll
keep	this	sort	of	schedule	up	for	the	whole	of	our	stay	though.

(I	usually	hate	being	interrupted	while	I’m	working	on	this
stuff,	but	this	morning	I	have	had	to	put	the	laptop	down	and
reach	for	the	camera.	A	family	of	elephants	have	just	come
within	10m	of	our	veranda	in	search	of	the	fruit	that	is	falling
from	the	wild	mango	tree	that	grows	in	front	of	our	bungalow.
Wildlife	Camp	indeed!)	
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Arriving	as	we	do	just	around	lunch	time,	our	first	drive	into	the
park	is	not	scheduled	to	start	until	4pm.	We	convene	at	3:30	for
a	drink	and	a	biscuit,	before	being	driven	back	to	the	main	road
and	up	to	the	gate	on	the	bridge	that	marks	the	boundary	of	the
park.	The	South	Luangwa	National	Park	is	bordered	on	its	east
side	by	the	actual	Luangwa	River,	one	of	the	major	tributaries	of
the	Zambesi,	albeit	a	very	seasonal	one.	

We	see	elephants,	warthog	and	impala	even	before	we	reach	the
park	gate.	The	rains	have	been	sporadic,	but	there	is	water	in	the
river	and	as	we	cross	the	bridge	into	the	park,	we	can	clearly	see
hippos	in	the	water	and	Yellow-billed	Stork	fishing	in	the
shallows.	The	park	is	initially	quite	dense	and	all	the	trees	and
shrubs	are	green,	with	short	grass	starting	to	grow	on	the	open
spaces.	It	is	clear	that	quite	large	sections	of	what	we	can	see	are
going	to	end	up	under	water	as	the	rains	are	set	to	continue.	

We	see	a	couple	of	elephants	that	are	nice	and	close,	plenty	of
antelope	are	also	visible,	although	they	are	almost	all	impala.	My
first	impressions	are	good,	buoyed	along	by	an	abundance	of
wildlife	and	the	bright	colours	of	the	damp	countryside.	Soon	we
sight	a	number	of	safari	vehicles	off	the	road	ahead	of	us.	There
are	lions	–	a	pride	of	nine,	clearly	with	nearly-grown	cubs	in
their	number.	They	are	doing	what	lions	mostly	do,	sleeping	with
clearly	full	bellies.	They	are	our	first	of	the	trip	so	we	watch	them
for	a	few	minutes,	surrounded	by	vehicles,	until	they	manage	to
move	about	a	bit	and	we	get	a	few	decent	photos.	

On	our	way	into	the	park,	we	had	been	advised	that	a	leopard
was	seen	earlier	in	the	day,	but	we	went	to	the	same	spot	and
saw	nothing.	Being	the	determined	sort,	River,	our	driver,	takes	us
back	to	the	same	location	as	the	light	begins	to	fade.	This	time,
he	and	Fred	spot	the	leopard	at	about	the	same	moment.	He’s	in
the	tree	high	above	us	and	in	gnawing	on	an	impala	leg	–	or	at
least	the	very	little	that	remains	of	it.	

We	make	the	best	of	the	light	and	watch	him	as	he	decides	on
the	most	comfortable	position	to	enable	him	to	eat	the	rest	of
his	supper.	He	thinks	about	coming	down	to	the	ground,	but
changes	his	mind	and	we	have	to	move	to	get	a	view	of	him	on
another	branch.	As	the	light	is	fading	fast	and	photos	are	now
more-or-less	impossible,	we	head	off	and	leave	him	to	his	bones.

The	drive	continues	after	a	sundowner,	this	time	with	our	spotter
and	his	light.	We	spot	a	Genet,	a	civet,	a	couple	of	mongooses
and	some	larger	game	preparing	for	the	night.	For	a	first	drive
into	the	park,	there	couldn’t	have	been	a	much	better	start
possible.	
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Our	morning	game	drives	start	before	six.	Our	first	morning
in	the	park	is	a	rewarding	one,	with	giraffes	and	zebra
almost	at	the	gate.	I’m	now	seeing	what	I	like	to	think	of	as
safari	mammals	–	the	bigger	ungulates	that	populate	the
continent	and	the	big	predators	that	feed	on	them.	

We	soon	find	our	pride	of	lions	again	–	they	are	the	locals
after	all	–	but	they	seem	still	pretty	content	to	just	lie
around	and	keep	out	of	the	sun.	I	get	a	nice	photo	of	a
spotted	hyaena	and	a	pair	of	common	waterbucks	as	we
continue	to	be	driven	deeper	into	the	park.	At	9000	square
kilometres,	we’re	not	going	to	see	much	of	it,	but	it	is	nice
to	move	about	each	day	and	see	what	is	to	be	found.	

There	are	of	course	plenty	of	new	birds	to	be	seen	and	we
duly	stop	to	allow	Fred	to	capture	images	of	them	for	his
big	year	competition.	He’s	not	been	to	enough	far-flung
places	this	year	to	win,	but	he	likes	to	keep	trying.	
The	evening	drive	takes	us	slowly	down	to	the	river	for	a
sundowner.	There	are	plenty	of	impala	and	puku	about,	a
few	zebras	and	a	couple	of	giraffes,	but	not	much	that	could
be	classed	as	new	or	exciting.	The	sunset	is	moody	and
overshadowed	by	boiling	thunderclouds	and	flashes	of
lightning.	

We	start	back	for	the	gate,	but	the	weather	catches	up	to	us
and	it	is	soon	teeming	rain	and	flashes	of	lightning	all
around	us.	We	get	under	our	storm	capes	and	beat	a	damp
retreat	back	to	the	gate	and	home	a	bit	early.	Naturally,	the
rain	eases	off	when	we	get	back	to	camp.	
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Weather	or	not,	we	are	on	safari.	The	day	dawns	overcast,	with	more
threatening	clouds	in	the	sky	and	that	muggy	pre-storm	feel	to	the	air.	We
head	into	the	park	anyway,	but	we	are	soon	under	our	capes	once	more.	The
general	consensus	is	that	we’ll	tough	it	out	for	a	little	while	and	see	what	we
can	see,	hoping	the	rain	will	not	last	long.	

Luckily,	the	rain	doesn’t	last	too	long	and	we	are	soon	exploring	deeper	into
the	park.	We	are	sitting	looking	at	birds	on	a	wide	open	marshy	plain	when
we	hear	alarm	calls	and	see	baboons	running	and	generally	looking	quite
agitated.	Fred	and	River	spot	a	leopard	far	in	the	distance	running	across	the
open	field.	We	immediately	head	in	its	direction	to	see	what	all	the	fuss	is
about.

By	the	time	we	arrive	in	the	area,	there	are	a	family	of	elephants	there	–	with	a
very	small	baby	underfoot	–	but	they	seem	happy	to	tolerate	us	and	keep	on
moving	slowly	around	us	and	browsing.	

The	big	male	baboon	nearby	is	still	barking	his	alarm	call,	and	we	soon	spot
the	leopard,	very	close	but	hidden	from	close	view	under	a	few	bushes.
Somehow,	the	elephants	have	not	spotted	him	and	the	mother	leads	the	little
one	to	within	a	couple	of	feet	of	him	yet	passes	by	unperturbed.	This	doesn’t
last!	

I’m	well	aware	of	the	research	that	suggests	elephants	can	communicate	using
infra-sound	–	very	low	frequency	rumbles	that	we	(along	with	most	animals)
simply	cannot	hear	–	but	I	never	thought	it	was	something	I	would	witness
myself.	Suddenly,	another	one	of	the	elephants	–	more	than	100m	away	–
trumpets	loudly	as	if	at	a	signal	and	charges	towards	the	bushes	where	our



mother,	infant	and	leopard	are	all	to	be	found.	

The	two	big	elephants	make	enough	sound	and	move	close	enough	to	the
bushes	to	make	their	intent	plain	and	the	leopard	beats	a	hasty	retreat	deeper
into	the	undergrowth	–	if	not	farther	away	out	the	back	of	the	thicket.	Their
point	made,	the	elephants	seem	to	pause	to	look	pointedly	at	us	before
regrouping	as	a	family	and	moving	slowly	away	across	the	plain,	allowing	us
to	follow	them.	

This	is	a	great	day,	but	we	have	a	few	kilometres	to	drive	back	to	the	park	gate
and	out	for	lunch,	so	we	set	off	back	at	a	steady	pace,	stopping	only	for	a	few
interesting	birds.	

We	are	within	a	kilometre	of	the	park	gate	when	we	see	a	gaggle	of	safari
vehicles	milling	and	jostling	for	position.	There	are	dogs!	I’ve	said	before	that	I

hate	to	call	them	Wild	Dogs,	but	that	is	how	they	are	still	commonly	named
worldwide.	I	like	Painted	Wolf	or	Painted	Dog	much	better	myself,	but
changing	a	convention	takes	much	time.	

I	have	always	considered	myself	very	lucky	to	have	seen	painted	dogs	at	all.
They	are	elusive,	rare,	endangered	and	fascinating.	I’ve	been	lucky	enough	to
see	them	fleetingly	in	Kenya	and	wonderfully	during	a	magical	moment	in
Chobe	National	Park	in	Botswana.	This	was	to	be	a	more	fleeting	sighting	–
they	were	clearly	moving	along	–	perhaps	disturbed	by	the	attention	of	so
many	vehicles.	They	trotted	past	us	and	slowly	disappeared	into	the	denser
bush.	I	still	took	as	many	photos	as	I	could,	but	they	could	have	been	better	if
I	had	a	little	more	time.	

So,	a	leopard	and	a	pack	of	painted	dogs	all	in	one	morning.	The	afternoon
drive	would	have	to	be	something	really	special	to	live	up	to	this	level	of	wild



life.	

In	the	event,	things	started	off	quietly,	there	were	a	few	animals	about,	but	we
only	really	got	some	nice	photos	of	some	giraffes	that	were	very	patient	for	us.
The	sunset	was	wonderful	though,	lots	of	colour	in	a	dramatic	sky	as	clouds	still
threatened	more	rain.	

We	set	off	back	through	the	now	darkening	park,	our	spotter	on	the	bonnet	with
his	lamp	flicking	left	and	right.	Within	a	few	minutes	we	had	found	three	owls
and	had	managed	to	get	photos	of	all	of	them.	

Once	again	near	the	park	gate,	we	were	whisked	away	into	the	undergrowth	to
meet	our	pride	of	lions	moving	purposefully	through	the	total	darkness	–
fleetingly	illuminated	by	the	spotlight	of	one	or	more	of	the	several	vehicles
trying	to	see	what	was	happening.	The	group	moved	too	fast	for	photos,	but	the
male,	bringing	up	the	rear	more	slowly	was	soon	surrounded	by	several	cars.	He
had	lost	the	females	and	began	to	roar	loudly	to	locate	them.	Apparently,	they
were	now	intent	on	hunting	and	didn’t	reply	and	this	just	frustrated	the	male	a
bit	more.	He	turned	around	and	walked	back	towards	us	–	still	roaring	–	and	I
managed	to	get	a	handful	of	blurred	images	of	him	in	the	lights.

























Day	FourDay	Four	

You	can’t	expect	every	day	to	be	better	than	the	one	before	–	sometime	or	other
you	will	reach	that	plateau	of	perfection	and	can	only	hope	to	linger	there	for
the	rest	of	your	stay.	In	many	ways,	our	fourth	day	in	South	Luangwa	was	one	of
those	flatter	days.	We	explored	deep	into	the	park,	went	on	a	wild	goose	wild
dog	chase	and	found	a	heard	of	buffalo.	They	did	include	a	couple	of	fighting
bulls	which	offered	a	great	photo	opportunity,	but	overall	things	were	quiet	in	the
morning	and	it	was	very	hot.	

The	afternoon	went	a	little	better,	with	a	couple	of	great	bird	sightings	and	a
group	of	elephants	who	seemed	to	want	to	play	a	little.	The	one	who	started	to
chase	the	car	wasn’t	spotted	by	River,	but	he	was	already	driving	away	and	no
harm	was	done.	

Once	again,	the	sunset	was	magnificent,	with	golds	and	pinks	among	the	clouds
reflected	in	the	Luangwa	River	with	hippo	and	even	skimmers	over	the	still	waters.

We	had	barely	started	our	return	trip	with	the	spotlight	at	the	ready	when
another	driver	tipped	us	off	about	a	possible	leopard	nearby.	We	found	him
quickly,	just	as	another	vehicle	did	the	same.	Leopards	are	made	for	the	darkness;
digital	cameras	are	not.	Car-powered	spotlights	are	just	not	really	powerful
enough	to	give	enough	light	for	the	camera	(even	at	ISO	3200)	and	if	they	were,
they’d	instantly	blind	whatever	they	were	pointed	at.	Still,	I	have	photos	and	a
couple	of	them	are	worthy	of	a	place	here	–	they	may	not	be	pin-sharp	or
correctly	exposed	–	but	they	are	a	leopard	at	night.	
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The	relentless	pace	continued	into	our	fifth	morning.	We	had	to	negotiate	a	herd
of	more	than	20	elephants	just	to	get	out	of	the	camp	and	onto	the	main	road,
then	met	giraffes	just	a	few	hundred	metres	further	on.	

The	park,	at	least	near	to	the	gate,	seemed	a	little	quiet.	We	drove	around	for
quite	some	time	without	seeing	very	much	at	all,	before	finally	meeting	up	with
the	local	lions	after	almost	a	couple	of	hours.	They	were,	naturally,	dozing	under
some	shady	tress	and	we	soon	left	them	to	their	rest.	

River,	the	ever-resourceful	guide,	had	been	chatting	to	drivers	and	at	some	point,
took	a	phone	call.	As	we	finished	with	the	lions,	he	suggested	we	go	and	see	the
painted	dogs	next.	This	is	not	a	suggestion	that	any	of	the	four	of	us	is	going	to
reject,	so	off	we	headed.	He	had	already	taken	us	along	some	little-used	tracks
that	morning,	but	now	we	took	an	unexpected	shortcut	and	found	ourselves
back	on	the	plain	where	we	had	seen	the	elephants	and	leopard	interact.	

A	few	hundred	metres	from	that	spot,	we	found	our	eight	dogs,	walking	lowly
towards	some	shade.	They	seemed	quite	playful	and	greeted	each-other	–	the
pups	quite	boisterously	–	before	walking	past	us	at	very	close	range.	They	settled
under	the	big	tree	nearby	and,	while	they	remained	watchful,	they	were	soon
dozing	in	the	building	heat.	I	got	much	better	pictures	of	them	this	time,	closer
and	slower	moving,	as	well	as	a	better	lens	choice	made	things	a	bit	easier.	

Our	afternoon	drive	was	late	starting.	We	found	ourselves	in	a	thunderstorm	as
we	walked	up	to	the	lodge.	It	turned	into	quite	a	downpour	for	a	little	while	and
we	waited	about	an	hour	later	than	we	normally	would	before	setting	out	for	the
park.	

The	park	was	very	quiet	after	the	rain	and	we	saw	nothing	more	than	a	couple	of
birds	until	it	was	time	to	stop	for	our	sundowner.	The	beers	had	only	just	been
opened	when	we	heard	very	loud	roaring	from	a	lion	no	more	than	a	few
hundred	metres	away	in	the	bush.	Fred	said	“It	could	be	up	to	five	kilometres
away”,	but	I	could	tell	it	was	pretty	close.	Not	to	worry,	just	relax	and	enjoy	the
colours	of	the	sunset	and	drink	our	beer.	

Something	crosses	the	road	about	150m	away	from	us	and	River	says,	quite
calmly,	“Let’s	all	get	back	in	the	car,	now”.	Even	at	the	distance	it	is	obvious	that
this	is	a	big	male	lion,	and	not	the	one	from	the	local	pride.	We’re	the	only
vehicle	in	the	area	and	the	only	one	to	spot	him,	but	heading	into	the	darkness
it	is	difficult	to	see	how	we	will	ever	find	him	in	the	dense	bush.	We	head	to	the
spot	where	he	crossed	the	road	and	Margo,	our	spotter,	gets	the	spotlight	out
and	scours	the	area	–	no	sign.

We	backtrack	and	take	a	track	that	might	intersect	with	him	and	drive	a	few
hundred	metres	along	it.	River	is	clearly	unsure	whether	we	are	on	the	right	track,
but	then	Chris	and	I	both	hear	a	fresh	roar	over	the	noise	of	the	engine.	I	have
good	directional	hearing,	and	give	a	rough	idea	of	where	he	is	in	relation	to	us.	

Suddenly,	there	he	is,	walking	across	an	open	area	just	to	the	side	of	us.	River
positions	the	car	as	best	he	can	and	we	try	and	track	along	for	a	photo
opportunity.	It	is	pretty	difficult	to	get	anything	other	than	a	few	blurred	images.
He	really	is	a	big	male,	dark-maned	and	roaring	defiantly	as	he	walks	towards	the
territory	of	the	pride	we	know	quite	well	by	now.	After	just	a	couple	of	minutes,
we	can	follow	no	further	and	have	to	let	him	disappear	into	the	darkness.	

That’s	two	different	roaring	male	lions	in	the	darkness	now,	one	first	encountered
–	albeit	at	a	distance	–	on	foot.	It’s	not	frightening,	rather	there	is	something
primeval	about	being	so	close	and	so	exposed	when	watching	an	apex	predator
more	than	capable	of	killing	you	in	an	instant.	Our	vehicles	are	open	and	we	are
sometimes	very	close	to	these	animals,	even	in	the	darkness.	It	takes	great	skill	for
the	guides	to	judge	what	is	safe	and	what	is	not.	Even	as	a	passenger,	you	have
to	have	your	wits	about	you	and	not	make	any	sudden	movements	or	do
something	that	changes	the	outline	of	your	vehicle	to	suggest	possible	prey.	And,
of	course,	you	have	to	do	all	this	while	struggling	to	get	the	camera	to	focus	and
take	the	shot.	

Don’t	worry,	I	love	it	all!	

For	this	evening	it	is	time	to	continue	our	night	drive	and	see	what	else	we	can
find.	We	see	very	little,	the	often-seen	genet	makes	an	appearance	and,	as	we
near	the	gate	area,	a	couple	of	other	vehicles.	One	of	the	other	drivers	casually
says	“There	was	a	leopard	here”.	River	and	Margo	are	both	up	to	the	challenge
and	we	turn	off-track	to	scour	the	bushes.	

No	leopard	here,	but	just	a	couple	of	hundred	metres	along	the	track,	we	spot
her	walking	parallel	to	the	road.	All	the	other	vehicles	have	left	and	we	have	a
brave	attempt	at	getting	her	to	stand	still	for	long	enough	to	have	a	photo	taken.
I’d	have	to	say	that	we	didn’t	really	succeed	in	this	effort,	but	it	was	fun	to	try.	

When	we	get	back	to	camp,	the	rain	starts	again	and	we	go	to	bed	with	no	power
and	the	sound	of	water	dripping	off	the	roof.



Day	FiveDay	Five	

The	relentless	pace	continued	into	our	fifth	morning.	We	had	to	negotiate	a	herd
of	more	than	20	elephants	just	to	get	out	of	the	camp	and	onto	the	main	road,
then	met	giraffes	just	a	few	hundred	metres	further	on.	

The	park,	at	least	near	to	the	gate,	seemed	a	little	quiet.	We	drove	around	for
quite	some	time	without	seeing	very	much	at	all,	before	finally	meeting	up	with
the	local	lions	after	almost	a	couple	of	hours.	They	were,	naturally,	dozing	under
some	shady	tress	and	we	soon	left	them	to	their	rest.	

River,	the	ever-resourceful	guide,	had	been	chatting	to	drivers	and	at	some	point,
took	a	phone	call.	As	we	finished	with	the	lions,	he	suggested	we	go	and	see	the
painted	dogs	next.	This	is	not	a	suggestion	that	any	of	the	four	of	us	is	going	to
reject,	so	off	we	headed.	He	had	already	taken	us	along	some	little-used	tracks
that	morning,	but	now	we	took	an	unexpected	shortcut	and	found	ourselves
back	on	the	plain	where	we	had	seen	the	elephants	and	leopard	interact.	

A	few	hundred	metres	from	that	spot,	we	found	our	eight	dogs,	walking	lowly
towards	some	shade.	They	seemed	quite	playful	and	greeted	each-other	–	the
pups	quite	boisterously	–	before	walking	past	us	at	very	close	range.	They	settled
under	the	big	tree	nearby	and,	while	they	remained	watchful,	they	were	soon
dozing	in	the	building	heat.	I	got	much	better	pictures	of	them	this	time,	closer
and	slower	moving,	as	well	as	a	better	lens	choice	made	things	a	bit	easier.	

Our	afternoon	drive	was	late	starting.	We	found	ourselves	in	a	thunderstorm	as
we	walked	up	to	the	lodge.	It	turned	into	quite	a	downpour	for	a	little	while	and
we	waited	about	an	hour	later	than	we	normally	would	before	setting	out	for	the
park.	

The	park	was	very	quiet	after	the	rain	and	we	saw	nothing	more	than	a	couple	of
birds	until	it	was	time	to	stop	for	our	sundowner.	The	beers	had	only	just	been
opened	when	we	heard	very	loud	roaring	from	a	lion	no	more	than	a	few
hundred	metres	away	in	the	bush.	Fred	said	“It	could	be	up	to	five	kilometres
away”,	but	I	could	tell	it	was	pretty	close.	Not	to	worry,	just	relax	and	enjoy	the
colours	of	the	sunset	and	drink	our	beer.	

Something	crosses	the	road	about	150m	away	from	us	and	River	says,	quite
calmly,	“Let’s	all	get	back	in	the	car,	now”.	Even	at	the	distance	it	is	obvious	that
this	is	a	big	male	lion,	and	not	the	one	from	the	local	pride.	We’re	the	only
vehicle	in	the	area	and	the	only	one	to	spot	him,	but	heading	into	the	darkness
it	is	difficult	to	see	how	we	will	ever	find	him	in	the	dense	bush.	We	head	to	the
spot	where	he	crossed	the	road	and	Margo,	our	spotter,	gets	the	spotlight	out
and	scours	the	area	–	no	sign.

We	backtrack	and	take	a	track	that	might	intersect	with	him	and	drive	a	few
hundred	metres	along	it.	River	is	clearly	unsure	whether	we	are	on	the	right	track,
but	then	Chris	and	I	both	hear	a	fresh	roar	over	the	noise	of	the	engine.	I	have
good	directional	hearing,	and	give	a	rough	idea	of	where	he	is	in	relation	to	us.	

Suddenly,	there	he	is,	walking	across	an	open	area	just	to	the	side	of	us.	River
positions	the	car	as	best	he	can	and	we	try	and	track	along	for	a	photo
opportunity.	It	is	pretty	difficult	to	get	anything	other	than	a	few	blurred	images.
He	really	is	a	big	male,	dark-maned	and	roaring	defiantly	as	he	walks	towards	the
territory	of	the	pride	we	know	quite	well	by	now.	After	just	a	couple	of	minutes,
we	can	follow	no	further	and	have	to	let	him	disappear	into	the	darkness.	

That’s	two	different	roaring	male	lions	in	the	darkness	now,	one	first	encountered
–	albeit	at	a	distance	–	on	foot.	It’s	not	frightening,	rather	there	is	something
primeval	about	being	so	close	and	so	exposed	when	watching	an	apex	predator
more	than	capable	of	killing	you	in	an	instant.	Our	vehicles	are	open	and	we	are
sometimes	very	close	to	these	animals,	even	in	the	darkness.	It	takes	great	skill	for
the	guides	to	judge	what	is	safe	and	what	is	not.	Even	as	a	passenger,	you	have
to	have	your	wits	about	you	and	not	make	any	sudden	movements	or	do
something	that	changes	the	outline	of	your	vehicle	to	suggest	possible	prey.	And,
of	course,	you	have	to	do	all	this	while	struggling	to	get	the	camera	to	focus	and
take	the	shot.	
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Day	SixDay	Six	

Our	sixth	day	is	going	to	have	a	somewhat	different	programme,	as	it	is
Christmas	Eve.	We	are	going	to	the	carol	service	in	the	afternoon/evening	and
will	only	have	a	morning	drive	for	this	day.
	
At	least	the	morning	is	dry	and	bright,	but	it	is	clear	that	it	has	rained	a	bit
during	the	night.	The	park	is	very	quiet,	both	in	term	of	visible	wildlife	and
also	in	the	number	of	vehicles	and	visitors.	River	takes	us	along	the	road	to
Lion	Camp	–	he	knows	we	cannot	get	there	because	it	is	too	wet,	but	he
wants	to	see	what	he	can	find	for	us	out	a	bit	further.	

As	it	turns	out,	there	is	very	little	to	see	and	it	takes	another	one	of	those
special	phone	calls	to	brighten	our	day.	The	painted	dogs	are	back	closer	to
the	gate	this	morning	and	we	are	soon	sitting	with	the	once	again	as	they	sit
in	some	marshy	shade	and	try	and	keep	themselves	cool.	Naturally,	I	could	sit

there	all	day,	but	we	have	other	tasks	to	perform	on	this	day	and	we	must
leave	them	all	too	soon	to	return	to	the	lodge.	

By	5pm	we	have	had	our	refreshments	and	are	soon	on	our	way	to	the
Christmas	carol	service.	Organised	by	local	churches	and	lodges,	the	field	is
prepared	a	short	distance	away	from	our	camp.	I	have	to	admit	to	being	a
little	worried	about	the	thunder	in	the	distance	as	we	leave,	but	who	knows
whether	the	storm	will	touch	us	or	not.	

Sadly,	we	have	barely	taken	our	seats	when	the	full	force	of	a	tropical
thunderstorm	hits	us.	An	initial	dash	for	cover	under	a	large	tree	is	to	little
avail,	as	the	water	soon	penetrates	the	canopy	and	the	soaking	continues.
River	rushes	off	to	the	car	for	rain	capes,	but	it	turns	out	he	only	has	six	of
them	and	there	are	eight	of	us	including	himself	in	the	vehicle.	I’m	already
wet,	so	opt	to	stay	as	I	am	and	let	the	others	get	covered	up	at	least	a	little.
What	little	I	managed	to	hear	of	the	singers	over	the	roar	of	the	wind	and	rain



was	really	good!	

The	ten-minute	drive	back	to	camp	is	a	miserable	affair.	The	rain	is	heavier
than	ever	and	floods	off	the	canopy	of	the	vehicle	with	every	turn	left	or	right.
I’ve	put	the	Canon	camera	in	my	trouser	pocket	and	can	only	hope	that	it
survives	relatively	unscathed	even	though	I	am	soaked	to	the	skin.	By	the	time
we	reach	the	lodge,	the	rain	is	starting	to	ease	and	we	are	driven	right	to	our
doors.	

All	I	can	manage	is	to	strip	off	my	soaked	clothes	–	putting	the	camera	on
the	table	first	–	and	try	and	find	a	set	of	dry	things	to	put	on.	Chris	and	I	get
our	clothes	lines	together	and	string	them	across	our	veranda	and	just	leave
everything	to	drip	dry.	While	I	am	hanging	my	socks	up,	I	notice	that	we	have
company.	An	elephant	is	stood	just	down	the	bank	from	our	bungalow,
picking	up	the	wild	mangoes	that	are	falling	from	the	tree	that	overhangs	us.

It	is	Wildlife	Camp	after	all.	We	may	have	missed	out	on	our	game	drive,	but
we	don’t	have	to	miss	out	on	our	photo	and	game	viewing	opportunities.	He
stays	with	us	for	the	next	half	an	hour,	slowly	working	his	way	around	the
tree,	cleaning	up	mangoes	as	he	moves.	I	have	photos,	but	it’s	difficult	to
show	just	how	close	he	is	to	us.	Chris	took	some	video	that	I	posted	on	my
return	that	gives	a	better	impression	of	the	distance.

Probably	less	than	four	metres	at	times	–	I	swear	if	I’d	been	holding	a	mango,
he	would	have	taken	it	from	my	hand.	It	would	be	unfair	to	say	that	he
ignored	us.	More	simply	put,	he	just	wasn’t	bothered	by	our	presence	one	way
or	another.	We	kept	quiet	and	avoided	sudden	noise	or	movement	and	he	did
the	same.	In	many	ways,	this	is	a	far	more	enjoyable	experience	than	anything
on	a	game	drive	in	the	park.	These	are	wild	animals	in	their	own	environment
–	it	just	happens	to	also	be	our	environment	and	we	are	sharing	it	with	them
with	a	little	quiet	understanding	and	some	mutual	respect.











Day	SevenDay	Seven	

Christmas	Day	starts	as	early	as	usual.	We’re	all	dried	out,	but	the	ground	isn’t
quite	as	dry	as	we	now	are.	Nor,	apparently,	is	our	vehicle.	We’re	switching	to	a
Toyota	this	morning,	as	the	seats	on	ours	are	still	too	wet	from	the	previous
evening.	

A	quick	breakfast	and	then	off	into	the	park.	Within	just	a	few	minutes,	we	spot	a
leopard	in	the	fork	of	a	large	tree.	He’s	just	standing	there,	surveying	the
surrounding	countryside	and	pays	us	little	attention.	After	a	minute	or	two,	he
jumps	down	and	disappears	from	view.	We	have	to	reposition	the	car,	but	then
are	treated	to	some	really	fantastic	views	of	him	lying	on	the	ground.	

We	move	on	through	an	eerily	quiet	park.	There	are	few	animals	and	even	fewer
vehicles.	We’ve	just	about	given	up	on	seeing	anything	more	when	River	sights
another	leopard	–	a	female	this	time	–	just	walking	out	of	the	bush.	She	clearly
isn’t	stopping	to	have	her	photo	taken,	but	we	manage	to	snatch	a	few	images
before	she	disappears	into	the	undergrowth.	

If	someone	had	told	me	we’d	get	two	leopards	in	the	open,	in	daylight,	on
Christmas	Morning,	I	would	have	struggled	to	believe	it,	but	here	we	are.	Two
great	sightings	by	nine	o’clock.	After	our	usual	short	break,	we	hear	reports	–	and
hear	the	roaring	–	that	two	male	lions	have	been	seen	nearby.	We	set	of	across
country	to	investigate,	along	with	a	few	other	vehicles,	but	we	can	find	no	sign	of
them.	

While	trying	to	extricate	ourselves	from	the	bush,	we	have	to	cross	a	bit	of	a
swampy	patch	and	get	stuck.	The	Toyota	has	road	tires,	pretty	worn	ones	at	that,
and	we	simply	can’t	get	enough	traction	to	haul	ourselves	out.	The	Toyota	is	a	bit
heavier	than	the	Land	Rover	as	well,	meaning	we	must	wait	a	couple	of	minutes
for	a	quick	tow	from	one	of	the	other	vehicles.	

Successfully	extricated,	it’s	time	to	trundle	back	to	the	park	gate	and	back	to
base.	We	make	it	a	few	hundred	metres	along	the	main	road	then	get	a	puncture.
With	a	small	amount	of	assistance	from	me,	River	gets	the	wheel	changed	and	we
make	a	dejected	and	slightly	late	return	to	camp.	That’s	two	flat	tires	on	this	trip
–	fortunately	bot	in	places	where	they	were	easy	to	change.	

I’d	sort	of	been	looking	forward	to	Christmas	lunch.	We’ve	had	a	bit	of	a	mixed
bag	of	them	over	the	years,	some	good,	some	bad	and	some	non-existent.	Our
schedule	for	the	day	had	been	altered	from	an	early	lunch	to	a	late	one	so	the
whole	camp	could	have	the	meal	together.	

We	had	plenty	of	time	to	get	the	bird-list	up-to-date	and	head	to	the	main	lodge

in	time	for	a	gin	&	tonic.	There	was	hustle	and	bustle	and	the	slow	but	steady
trickle	of	arrivals,	mostly	sensed	around	and	behind	me	as	I	sat	with	my	back	to
the	preparations.	And	I	do	clearly	have	a	sense	of	these	things.	It’s	easy	to	say	“I
don’t	like	crowds”	or	“I	don’t	do	parties”	but	very	difficult	to	rationalize	the	what
and	the	why	of	such	things.	Let’s	just	say	it	isn’t	the	first	time	I’ve	had	to	just	get
up	and	walk	away.	I	could	feel	the	anxiety	building	right	from	the	start.

Something	in	the	back	of	my	mind	was	telling	me	I	didn’t	really	want	to	be	there,
surrounded	by	strangers	in	close	proximity.	Something	else	was	also	telling	me
that	I	didn’t	have	to!	It’s	a	bit	like	being	in	a	bubble	that’s	being	squeezed	from
all	directions.	You	feel	more	and	more	constricted	until	something	has	to	burst.
With	me	that	burst	is	always	through	the	nearest	exit.	

It’s	like	the	difference	between	the	last	three	of	my	birthdays	away	from	home.
Namibia	was	in	the	wilderness,	just	the	four	of	us	and	Caesar	and	his	group	–
numbers	I	could	deal	with	and	no	fuss,	just	an	extra	beer.	Uganda	was	awful,	at
Mweya	Lodge	with	happy	birthday	and	a	cake	–	I	just	wanted	to	run	for	the	exit
and	was	really	angry.	This	year	at	McBride’s	was	fine.	I	knew	it	was	coming	and
that	there	simply	weren’t	enough	people	to	get	bothered	by	the	attention.	

So,	I	grabbed	my	hat	and	the	key	to	our	chalet	and	escaped.	I’ve	spent	the	rest	of
the	day	agonizing	over	the	decision.	I	do	wish	I	was	stronger	and	could	fight	the
flight	instinct,	but	if	anything,	it	has	become	harder	rather	than	easier	as	I	get
older.	

Therapy?	No,	I	think	that	should	have	been	forty	years	ago	and	there’s	just	no
point	now.	

And,	of	course,	it’s	Christmas.	I	just	don’t	really	know	what	to	make	of	it.	When
I’m	at	home	with	my	family,	I	love	the	preparations,	the	cooking	and	the	presents
being	opened.	I’m	also	delighted	when	it	is	all	over	and	we	can	get	back	to
normal.	When	we	are	away,	I	think	I	feel	the	exact	opposite.	I	would	be	happiest	if
there	was	no	hint	of	the	festive	season	at	all.	No	tree,	no	decorations,	no	special
meal,	just	another	day	on	vacation	like	all	the	others.	

I’m	also	very	much	the	sentimental	type	at	this	time	of	year.	As	I	get	older,	I	think
more	and	more	about	my	Father	and	the	fact	that	he	was	taken	away	from	us	at
Christmastime,	before	I	got	to	know	him	and	understand	him.	Next	year	it	will	be
50	years	since	losing	him	and	I’m	the	only	member	of	my	family	left	who
remembers	anything	about	him.	Who	can	know	how	different	life	may	have	been
if	things	had	been	otherwise?	

There	is	no	such	thing	as	fate.	At	least	I	don’t	believe	that	my	life	has	been
planned	in	advance	–	if	it	has,	someone	has	a	bloody	awful	sense	of	humour!
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don’t	like	crowds”	or	“I	don’t	do	parties”	but	very	difficult	to	rationalize	the	what
and	the	why	of	such	things.	Let’s	just	say	it	isn’t	the	first	time	I’ve	had	to	just	get
up	and	walk	away.	I	could	feel	the	anxiety	building	right	from	the	start.

Something	in	the	back	of	my	mind	was	telling	me	I	didn’t	really	want	to	be	there,
surrounded	by	strangers	in	close	proximity.	Something	else	was	also	telling	me
that	I	didn’t	have	to!	It’s	a	bit	like	being	in	a	bubble	that’s	being	squeezed	from
all	directions.	You	feel	more	and	more	constricted	until	something	has	to	burst.
With	me	that	burst	is	always	through	the	nearest	exit.	

It’s	like	the	difference	between	the	last	three	of	my	birthdays	away	from	home.
Namibia	was	in	the	wilderness,	just	the	four	of	us	and	Caesar	and	his	group	–
numbers	I	could	deal	with	and	no	fuss,	just	an	extra	beer.	Uganda	was	awful,	at
Mweya	Lodge	with	happy	birthday	and	a	cake	–	I	just	wanted	to	run	for	the	exit
and	was	really	angry.	This	year	at	McBride’s	was	fine.	I	knew	it	was	coming	and
that	there	simply	weren’t	enough	people	to	get	bothered	by	the	attention.	

So,	I	grabbed	my	hat	and	the	key	to	our	chalet	and	escaped.	I’ve	spent	the	rest	of
the	day	agonizing	over	the	decision.	I	do	wish	I	was	stronger	and	could	fight	the
flight	instinct,	but	if	anything,	it	has	become	harder	rather	than	easier	as	I	get
older.	

Therapy?	No,	I	think	that	should	have	been	forty	years	ago	and	there’s	just	no
point	now.	

And,	of	course,	it’s	Christmas.	I	just	don’t	really	know	what	to	make	of	it.	When
I’m	at	home	with	my	family,	I	love	the	preparations,	the	cooking	and	the	presents
being	opened.	I’m	also	delighted	when	it	is	all	over	and	we	can	get	back	to
normal.	When	we	are	away,	I	think	I	feel	the	exact	opposite.	I	would	be	happiest	if
there	was	no	hint	of	the	festive	season	at	all.	No	tree,	no	decorations,	no	special
meal,	just	another	day	on	vacation	like	all	the	others.	

I’m	also	very	much	the	sentimental	type	at	this	time	of	year.	As	I	get	older,	I	think
more	and	more	about	my	Father	and	the	fact	that	he	was	taken	away	from	us	at
Christmastime,	before	I	got	to	know	him	and	understand	him.	Next	year	it	will	be
50	years	since	losing	him	and	I’m	the	only	member	of	my	family	left	who
remembers	anything	about	him.	Who	can	know	how	different	life	may	have	been
if	things	had	been	otherwise?	

There	is	no	such	thing	as	fate.	At	least	I	don’t	believe	that	my	life	has	been
planned	in	advance	–	if	it	has,	someone	has	a	bloody	awful	sense	of	humour!



Things	just	happen,	but	they	can	be	both	good	and	bad.	You	just	have	to	play
the	cards	you	are	dealt	and	try	and	make	a	winning	hand.	I	guess	I’m	about	even
for	the	game	so	far	but	sometimes	it	feels	like	I’m	in	a	long	losing	streak.	

If	there	is	any	irony	to	all	this	soul-searching	and	self-inflicted	pain,	it’s	that	the
wildlife	just	keeps	on	giving	here,	regardless	of	how	I	feel	inside.	I	manage	to	pull
myself	together	for	the	afternoon	game	drive	and	we	are	rewarded	by	two	more
sightings	of	leopards.	The	male	in	particular	is	an	absolute	comedian,	playing
around	in	a	sausage	tree,	picking	and	dropping	the	massive	fruits	whilst	clinging
to	the	flimsiest	of	branches	for	probably	twenty	minutes.	

So,	that	was	Christmas	Day.	Four	leopards,	a	minor	breakdown	and	no	lunch.
Honestly	for	me	that	sounds	like	a	winning	hand!	I’m	never	going	to	die	from
missing	a	meal	and	it	was	only	a	minor	breakdown.





























Day	EightDay	Eight	

Boxing	Day	brings	a	new	morning	and	our	last	two	game	drives	in	the	magnificent	South	Luangwa.
River	picks	us	up	as	usual	and	after	our	light	–	for	me	very	light	–	breakfast,	it	is	off	to	the	park.	The
drive	starts	quietly,	but	we	enjoy	it	none-the-less.	As	the	temperatures	are	starting	to	rise,	we	notice
another	vehicle	speeding	along	the	main	track,	in	the	same	direction	as	we	were	slowly	heading
anyway.	

It’s	our	friends	the	painted	dogs,	but	they	seem	hungry	and	restless	and	soon	move	away	into
deeper	bush	after	only	a	few	photos.	Not	the	greatest	of	sightings,	but	it	was	good	to	see	them	on
our	final	day	here.	

Just	a	kilometre	or	so	deeper	into	the	park	and	we	meet	the	pride	of	lions,	some	of	them	lying
across	the	middle	of	the	road,	hampering	the	traffic.	Fortunately,	there	are	only	a	few	vehicles	in	the
park	this	morning	and	we	can	sit	with	the	lions	for	several	minutes	until	they	all	decide	to	also
move	off	into	the	bush.	
Out	on	the	plains	there	are	zebras	and	several	families	of	elephants.	Many	of	them	are	headed	to
the	local	salt-lick	for	essential	minerals	and	we	are	treated	to	watching	them	dig	into	the	clay	and
also	to	some	playful	pushing	and	shoving	from	a	couple	of	the	males.	

We	head	slowly	back	towards	the	gate,	with	word	of	a	leopard	having	been	seen	on	the	ground.
Sadly,	this	time	he	or	she	is	long	gone	and	the	tally	remains	unaltered.	We	drive	quietly	out	of	the
park	and	head	back	to	the	lodge	for	lunch.	
I’m	just	coming	out	of	a	cooling	shower,	wrapped	in	towel,	when	our	Boxing	Day	visitors	arrive.	A
family	of	elephants	move	slowly	towards	our	cabin,	browsing	the	bush	and	looking	for	wild
mangoes.	They	spend	more	than	half	an	hour	with	us,	pretty	much	right	on	our	doorstep,	coming
within	just	a	couple	of	metres	of	our	seats	on	the	veranda.	

I’ve	been	close	to	the	orphans	at	Ithumba	in	Kenya	and	even	quite	close	to	wilder	but	known
individuals	there	too.	I’ve	never	been	this	close	to	a	wild	elephant	–	let	alone	several	wild	elephants
–	without	the	benefit	of	being	in	a	vehicle.	Oddly,	I	never	felt	unsafe,	just	conscious	that	we	could
startle	them	and	that	they	may	react	suddenly	if	surprised	by	our	presence.	Of	course,	they	were
well	aware	that	we	were	close-by,	sniffing	our	scent	as	they	approached	and	making	a	judgement
call	about	their	own	safety.	

The	afternoon	game	drive,	being	our	last	one	of	the	trip,	was	always	going	to	be	a	bit	of	a
disappointment.	River,	with	Margo	once	again	in	the	spotting	seat,	took	us	through	the	park	quite
briskly,	clearly	with	a	plan	in	his	mind.	Sure	enough,	the	plan	was	to	find	the	lions	–	pretty	close	to
where	we	had	left	them	that	morning.	Unfortunately,	they	weren’t	inclined	to	do	very	much.	They
eventually	seemed	to	start	to	take	a	bit	of	notice,	but	by	then	the	light	was	too	poor	to	take	photos.
	
We	were	called	away	to	see	a	leopard,	but	because	it	was	deemed	to	be	hunting,	we	could	only	use
red	lights	to	illuminate	it	and	again	a	photo	was	just	not	possible.	Still,	you	could	see	the	leopard
and	that	was	a	nice	way	to	bring	our	time	in	South	Luangwa	and	Zambia	to	a	close.	













South	Luangwa	ThoughtsSouth	Luangwa	Thoughts	

It	wouldn’t	be	going	too	far	to	suggest	that	Fred	had	played	up	the	reputation	of
South	Luangwa	for	many	years	and	many	trips	before	we	decided	that	a	return
was	due.	As	with	all	these	tales	of	leopards,	lions	and	elephants,	you	take	it	with
a	degree	of	scepticism.	Stories	grow	with	the	telling,	and	with	the	passage	of	time,
and	everything	is	bigger	and	bolder	ten	years	later.	

I	am	as	guilty	of	this	as	the	next	man	–	that’s	why	this	text	is	written	as	things
happen.	No	exaggeration	is	necessary	when	things	are	really	good	–	or	really
bad.	Let	us	not	forget	also	that	Fred	and	Elizabeth	had	ten	years	of	trips	to	South
Luangwa	and	all	the	tales	are	an	amalgam	of	those	multiple	trips	for	a	month	at	a
time.	

I	guess	what	I’m	saying	is	“I	didn’t	expect	miracles”	from	South	Luangwa,	but	I	did
have	high	hopes.	

Well,	I	like	to	think	I	can	admit	when	I’m	wrong,	and	oh	boy,	was	I	wrong	this
time.	

This	is	the	first	National	Park	I’ve	visited	in	Africa	that	has	exceeded	my
expectations.	Sure,	I’ve	had	surprises	and	un-called	for	sightings	in	other	parks,
but	South	Luangwa	just	keeps	delivering,	drive	after	drive,	day	after	day.	Just	look
at	the	list:	-	Impala,	Puku,	Zebra,	Wildebeest,	Kudu,	Bushbuck,	Waterbuck,	Giraffe,
Hippo,	Elephant,	Cape	Buffalo,	Leopard,	Lion,	Painted	Dogs,	Banded	Mongoose,
Slender	Mongoose,	White-tailed	Mongoose,	Greater	Spotted	Genet,	Civet,
Baboon,	Scrub	Hare,	Vervet	Monkey	and	Ground	Squirrel.	Add	in	Crocodile,	Nile
Monitor,	Water	Monitor,	Land	Monitor,	Tree	Python,	various	Skinks	and	Geckos	as
well	and	the	list	is	massive.	

In	just	a	week,	I’ve	trebled	my	sightings	of	leopards	and	painted	dogs.	That’s
twice	as	many	sightings	in	8	days	as	in	38	previous	weeks	in	Africa.	You	can,	of
course,	argue	that	it	is	the	same	leopards	and	the	same	pack	of	dogs,	but	I’ve
never	seen	the	same	one	of	these	anywhere	else	twice	in	a	visit.	

As	always,	we	could	just	have	been	lucky,	but	luck	alone	cannot	account	for	the
number	and	variety	of	encounters	with	some	of	my	favourite	mammals.	Let’s	not
discount	four	leopard	sightings	on	Christmas	Day	–	three	different	animals	for
certain.	Also,	leopards,	lions	and	painted	dogs	on	the	same	day;	lions	at	night
twice;	leopards	at	night	three	times	–	the	list	goes	on	and	on.	

If	I	was	to	score	the	national	parks	that	I’ve	visited	out	of	ten,	I’d	now	have	to
give	South	Luangwa	the	full	ten	out	of	ten.	It	really	is	that	good.	









Final	ThoughtsFinal	Thoughts	

Well,	like	all	these	things,	it’s	a	very	long	way	to	travel	and	you	have	to	make	the
trip	worth	the	effort	of	getting	there.	Because	of	our	choice	of	airline,	we	had
long	flights	and	both	directions	involved	stop-offs	at	other	airports,	lengthening
the	time	spent	in	the	airplane	seat.	You	get	a	good	price	this	way,	but	it’s
basically	24	hours	travel	in	each	direction.	

So,	two	days	of	travel	getting	there	and	back,	then	really	three	days	travelling
around	the	country	from	place	to	place.	The	plan	was	well	thought	out	though,
giving	us	6,	7	and	then	8	days	in	our	three	chosen	locations.	With	the	benefits	of
hindsight,	we	could	perhaps	have	done	things	differently,	but	I	certainly	can’t
complain.	

I	have	to	conclude	that	this	has	been	at	least	joint	best	trip	ever.	I	still	think	I
enjoyed	Namibia	and	Botswana	more	than	this	trip,	but	it	is	hard	to	argue	with
so	many	wonderful	sightings	and	more	leopards	than	I’d	ever	seen	before.
Zambia	certain	lived	up	to	expectations,	probably	exceeding	them	if	I’m	being
honest.	

I	still	find	it	hard	to	comprehend	just	how	much	of	my	life	I’ve	now	spent	in
Africa.	We’re	getting	close	to	a	year	in	total	now	and	I	don’t	think	this	trip	will	be
my	last.	

As	for	Zambia?	Well	it	gets	a	solid	nine	out	of	ten.	I’m	knocking	a	point	off	for
the	distances	between	the	parks	and	also	for	South	Luangwa	being	just	a	bit	too
busy.	For	the	scenery,	wildlife	and	people	though,	it	has	to	be	hard	to	beat.	
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