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Africa’s third-largest river, the Zambesi, its source located in the mountains of Angola, flows 

almost straight east, eventually discharging its waters into the Indian Ocean, on the shores of 
Mozambique. 

In 1997, when Zimbabwe’s economy, once one of the richest in Africa, and its social fabric had 
not yet been destroyed by the megalomaniac Mugabe and his cohorts, my wife, Ute, and I took a safari 
there. We flew from the capital city of Harare to the town of Kariba, on the eastern tip of Lake Kariba, 
where the Zambesi had been dammed in 1959, and from there took a boat to our first wilderness camp 
somewhere on the lake shore. 

The center of the tented camp was the communal area with the kitchen. On one side individual 
tents had been pitched, while on the opposite side stood the shower and toilet facility. The shower stall 
was open towards the lake, so that one could enjoy the shower and view simultaneously. When a guest 
expressed the desire to take a shower, hot water was prepared and poured into a bucket suspended over  
the shower head. 

Our two evenings there were spent gathering around the campfire, called bush TV. We were 
three couples traveling with Wilderness Travel, Christa and Steve from Chicago, Debby and Steve from 
Glendale, AZ, and the two of us from Prescott, AZ. In addition to various other instructions, our safari 
guide, Patrick, explained that, if we had to go to the loo at night, a walk of about 300 feet, we should not 
only shine the flashlight down before us, but also scan the surrounding bushes for eye reflections from 
animals hiding there. When Christa asked, “And what do I do, should I see eyes?” our guide told her, 
“Call Herbert.” Problem solved! 

Bush walks took us into the surrounding countryside, where we had to walk in a queue, with our 
guide leading, his high-powered rifle shouldered. We quickly learned from how he carried the rifle, if the 
air was clear, or if big game was nearby. In case of a possible threat, the rifle moved from his shoulder to 
his hand. 

Returning to Kariba, we took another small aircraft to Mana Pools, at the time a World Heritage 
Site, because of its rich wildlife and scenery. It is located just south of the Zambezi River. 

Driven to the river, four canoes were waiting for us. The subcontractors for the three day canoe 
ride down river were a young white Zimbabwean couple. She, looking terrible due to multiple bouts of 
malaria. While travelers can take prophylactics for malaria, all-year residents cannot and must take what 
comes. She, together with three native helpers, would drive along the river to set up each evening’s camp 
prior to our arrival.  

Her husband was going to join us on our river trip. Since my wife and I had canoed many times in 
Minnesota and Ontario, we were looking forward to this experience, but just when we boarded our canoe, 
a black park guard wanted to take over the helm. No way was I going to permit this, thus the ‘poor’ man 
had to sit in the middle, with Ute up front. At least I was diplomatic enough not to point out to him that, 
had this trip taken place a hundred years earlier, he would certainly have sat where the work had to be 
done. 

Before taking off, we were informed that we would pass about 50 hippopotamuses per kilometer 
on our three days of about 40 km total, which meant a proud, or should I say, scary, total of 2000. Hippos 
are highly territorial, and on land, when they come out to graze in the night, kill the most people of any big 
African animal. We pushed off, always staying close to the riverbanks and far away from hippo pods. 
Except for one occasion, when a hippos suddenly surfaced near one of our canoes, we did not encounter 
any dangerous situations. 

For lunch breaks, we stopped along the river bank, where we were provided with delicious 
sandwiches from the cooler. Aside from the many hippos, we saw eagles, cranes, and three foot long 
monitor lizards, scouting the river bank for bird eggs and small prey. We also saw various species of 
antelope, one of which was the water buck. This big, gray antelope has a white oval ring on its derriere, 
and the story goes that its progenitor happened to sit on a freshly painted toilet seat, thus the ring. Then 
there were all sizes of crocodiles and, at times, some elephants crossing the river. When the water level 
rose above their bodies, they raised their trunks like snorkels. Several species of king fishers were darting 
along the river, or sitting patiently on a branch overhanging the water. When they would spot a small fish, 



the would dive down, snatch it and bring it up to their perch, where they whacked the fish on a branch to 
kill it, and then swallow  it headfirst. 

The Zambezi is a braided stream, not channeled as many Western rivers. This means that, at 
times, we traveled through a sea of grass and reeds, where the water became so shallow that our guides 
had to push us through. The afternoons were the most pleasant, when we got closer to our day’s 
destination. Instead of paddling, we brought our canoes side-by-side and held them loosely together. 
Then the cooler was opened, and we enjoyed either a cold beer or a chilled glass of wine. Culture and 
civilization on the Zambezi! Dinner on our first evening was memorable. A large table had been expertly 
set up under big overhanging branches of a giant tree, next to the riverbank. The table could not have 
been arranged any better at a five-star restaurant in Europe or the U.S., with dinner and company highly 
enjoyable. A full moon had risen, its light reflecting from the gently murmuring waters, and, lo and behold, 
there was a second reflection on the water – the light of bright Venus. All of this was accompanied by the 
whines, howls and ‘laughter’ of a hyena on the opposite river bank, which was part of Zambia. 

Arriving at our day’s destination, our camp was all set up, our laundry was returned, and we 
gathered for a sun-downer, a drink of our choice – but without ice. Unbelievingly, a flush toilet was set up, 
and a shower was waiting. Our hosts carried a huge round tub for the preparation of hot water. Worried, I 
asked whether it served also as a cannibal pot? When at night, my wife and I had to visit the loo, we did it 
together, but never encountered a wild beast. 

On the eve of our third day, we arrived at Chikwenya Lodge, managed by our guide’s wife. It 
consisted of several large, permanent tents, serving as living and sleeping rooms. Joining each was a 
man-high masonry structure with the sanitary facilities, wash basin, flush toilet and shower. With lions and 
elephants occasionally passing through the camp at night, one could step on a small stool to look over 
the masonry wall and watch the beasts go by. A huge dinner table, for at least twelve people, stood under 
giant trees, and the candelabra in its center had been built tall enough so that everyone was able to see  
across the table unimpeded, when conversing with each other. The lodge’s symbol was the bee-eater, a 
small colorful bird living in flocks, which build their nests by pecking holes into the clay of the river bank.  

Depending on the guests’ desire, they were driven mornings or afternoons to established hides in 
the surrounding area, from where one could, in silence, observe the wildlife passing by. On the riverbank, 
these were crocs, lazing in the sun, also buffalo, elephants and baboons coming to drink. Bush walks 
took us to inland lagoons, remnants from the rainy season or flooding. By the time we were there, many 
had become large mud holes. One of them held the carcass of an old bull hippo, likely defeated by a 
younger rival, then expelled from the pod and to die from his injuries. On one hike, we came to the 
biggest baobab tree we ever saw. Twelve people would probably have had difficulties encircling it. The 
baobab is also called the ‘upside down tree’, since its branches, when not in leaf, look like roots. 

We had to leave this magical place and fly to Victoria Falls, so named by Livingstone for Queen 
Victoria, when he ‘discovered’ them in 1855. Of course, he made them ‘only’ known to the world; the 
natives knew them for a long time, calling them Mosi-oa-Tunya, the Smoke-that-Thunders. And thunder 
they do! We stayed in the town of Victoria Falls, and three times ventured to the park opposite the Falls to 
view them. They are a marvel to behold! About a mile long and 420 feet deep, the waters of the Zambezi 
drop straight down on the Zambian side into a gorge about 400 feet wide, to flow out at a 90 degree 
angle, only to turn by another 90 degrees at the end of the gorge. Three visits were not enough – we also 
took a helicopter tour to view this spectacle from the air. 

Below the Falls, when the river has made its two 90 degree turns, it continues rushing through 
another winding gorge, called The Boiling Pot. Rafting trips are offered to those brave enough to run 
these level 5 rapids. I had seen a couple of videos of these runs and inquired with an American river 
runner who had been there. What I had seen and was told, made Ute and me desist from this excitement. 
I was not looking forward needing to be flown from there with a serious injury to an African hospital. Our 
fellow travelers dared it, and flipped their raft in one of the rapids. Unable to right it before the next rapids, 
they hung on for dear life. Christa and Debby thought that their last minute had come! 

To Ute and me the repeated sight of the natural wonder of Moise-oa-Tunya sufficed and became 
a fitting experience before our departure from this, today, so troubled land. 

 
 

  
 



 
 
 
 
 


