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ZIGZAGGING THROUGH ZIMZAM
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V

ictoria Falls is a great diversion enroute from
South Africa’s Sabi Game Reserve to Botswana’s
Linyanti and Okavango Delta regions. There is a direct
flight from Nelspruit’s Kruger Mpumalanga Airport to
Livingstone in Zambia and excellent accommodations
in exotic camps like Toka Leya and River Club on
the banks of the mighty Zambezi River a few miles
upstream from the Falls.
In recent years I have refrained from sending
guests to the Zimbabwean side even though it offers a
panoramic view of the Falls and yesteryear style in the
classic Victoria Falls Hotel. The decision is in large part
based on political considerations.
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t took persuasion on the part of Wilderness Safaris’
sales guru and wildlife expert Craig Glatthaar to have
me venture back into Zimbabwe after an absence of
more than a decade.
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Gathering of giraffe at Hwange

When I told him that I might be available during
October as my wife Ruth and I had made arrangements
for a family reunion in South Africa later that month,
his eyes lit up.
“It is the best time for Hwange. Literally thousands
of elephants crowd around the few remaining waterholes and other species follow suit.”

O

ur journey zigzagged through Zimbabwe and
Zambia, taking us across vastly different terrain with
travel modes ranging from bush planes to riverboats,
elephant back to sturdy bush-retrofitted Landrovers,
regular road vehicles and even a hot air balloon.
First stop after disembarking at Livingstone was
Toka Leya where we spent a day and half to shake off
the weariness that inevitably sets in when you spend
more than eighteen hours in the air from New York.
Having been to Victoria Falls umpteenth times and
realizing that October was hardly the time to visit the
Falls as the Zambezi River reaches its low towards the
end of the dry season, we opted for casual river cruises
to enjoy hippo and bird life that thrives regardless of
the water level. The sight of a bushbuck “stalked” by a
crocodile was one of the highlights.
The transfer from Livingstone in Zambia to
the town of Victoria Falls in Zimbabwe resembled
something out of the Cold War days when political
prisoners were exchanged at Berlin’s Checkpoint
Charlie. After processing us through the passport post

on the Zambian side of the bridge across the Zambezi
our driver pointed to a colleague on the other side who
welcomed us and accompanied us to Zimbabwean
passport control where we were processed and escorted
to a vehicle that took us to Victoria Falls airport for
the onward journey to Little Makalolo in Hwange
National park. At 5,600 sq. miles it is the largest park
in Zimbabwe and by far the most prolific in animal life.

B

arely ten minutes after our charter plane touched
down at the airstrip as we headed towards Little
Makalolo in our open vehicle we encountered our first
few hundred elephants. We soon stopped counting
and simply enjoyed the multitude as they went about
their business bathing, and bellowing, drinking and
dusting, mud-throwing and making out.
We saw a one day old, barely able to stand up,
and, sadly, a cripple youngster destined to die before
adulthood. Apart from the perfunctory posturing of
a few that wanted to remind us who were in charge,
there was no aggression. The only serious encounter
we witnessed for the next two days was not directed at
us but at a mating pair of lions that happened to be in
the path of the elephant family approaching the water.
As we were having our morning coffee break
within fifty yards of the elephants cavorting at the
waterhole I marvelled at the relaxed attitude of these
gigantic animals that are here, as elsewhere in Africa,
the target of relentless poaching. In Hwange the ivory
thieves don’t seem to rely much on shooting.

Big yawn in the Zambezi

Instead they prefer to poison the waterholes with
cyanide, killing unsuspecting elephants that obviously
do not associate this silent death with humans as the
perpetrators. Even the few born without tusks do not
escape this indiscriminate slaughter.
Only a few weeks before our arrival at Hwange
another mass killing of elephants by cyanide poisoning, as well as the lions that fed on the carcasses, made
headlines. Undoubtedly numerous vultures, the cleanup crew of nature, must have perished in the process
too. The original reports mentioned 64 elephants, then
changed to 81 and eventually we were told by our field
guide Themba at Little Makalolo that the actual figure
was way more than one hundred. (On our return to the
States I read unconfirmed reports putting the number
at 300 plus). Seven of the poachers were caught and
sent to prison but that hardly solved the problem.

These are low-ranking local tribesmen who do
the dirty deed for a mere pittance so unscrupulous
middlemen and marketers in the Far East can make
a fortune from illegal ivory trading. Along the way
bureaucrats turn a blind eye to get their share as well,
making it extremely difficult to stamp out the scourge.
At the pace at which the elephants are slaughtered
for their ivory it is not surprising that they are on the
endangered species list. The elephant conservancy
near Toka Leya, where Ruth and I had the enjoyment of
riding on one called Danny through the thicket along
the Zambezi River, there is a large wall map with the
following shocking statistics:
In 1900 an estimated 10 million elephants roamed
Southern and East Africa. That number dwindled to
two million in 1970 and 540,000 in 1995 before shrinking
to around 300,000 at present.
Vultures on elephant corpse in Hwange

More than 45,000 of the 300,000 are in Hwange,
making it vital that anti-poaching succeeds here. Our
host, Wilderness Safaris, is actively supporting the
effort with manpower and money.
While elephants take center stage in Hwange there
is a varied and impressive subcast of other mammals,
reptiles and birds that vie for attention. Lions, hyena,
hippo, giraffe, zebra and wildebeest are present
but there are no rhinos to be seen. They have long
been exterminated in this area and the only one we
encountered on this trip was in the small Mao-tse-Toa
game park near Toka Leya. This poor creature with its
precious horn still intact was fast asleep when we were
escorted to his abode where he survives under 24/7
armed guard protection!
Despite the serious ivory poaching I do believe
that the elephants of Hwange will ultimately survive
and thrive. Judging from the abundance of young ones
that crowd around the waterholes with their mothers,
population growth is good. And the concerted efforts
of both the authorities and dedicated operators such as
Wilderness Safaris should eventually pay off.
If you stay at Little Makalolo you hardly have to
move from the comfort of your well appointed luxury
tent to observe wildlife. Situated about a hundred
yards from one of the few remaining waterholes during
the dry month of October they come close to you. At
midday while I was shooting pictures from a hide on

Wild dogs at Mana Pools

the other side of the waterhole of the elephants, zebra,
baboons, buffalo and wildebeest seeking an escape
from the heat, my wife was doing her own viewing
from the comfort of a cold water tub at our tent.

O

ur next stop was Ruckomechi Camp in Mana Pools
Reserve along the southern shores of the Zambezi
River downstream from Victoria Falls. Mana means
‘four’ in Shona, referring to the four large permanent
pools formed by the meandering of the river.
We had barely left the airstrip when we encountered
a pack of twenty-seven wild dogs. Certainly an unusual
sight as these dogs seem destined for extinction
unless farmers in Africa can be convinced that these
fascinating creatures deserve to be protected despite
their tendency to kill livestock.
“We do not refer to them as wild dogs when we talk
with the local people as they think these are dogs that
went wild and should be killed at all cost,” explained
our field guide, Lloyd. “We call them painted dogs.”
“Does that help?” I wondered.
“Yes,” Lloyd explained. “Especially when we tell
them that these painted dogs bring visitors with money
that benefit them too.”
One can only hope that this might help curtail the
slaughter of these fascinating creatures. Wild dogs by
any name don’t seem to have done well in Africa.

Pied Kingfisher with kill

According to the Wildlife Conservation Network
populations of up to 500,000 were once found across
Africa. The dogs’ numbers have been reduced to
its current estimated 3,000 to 5,500. While farmers
and ranchers are largely responsible, wild dogs are
also prone to infectious diseases such as distemper
(transmitted by domestic dogs) and preyed upon by
lion and hyena competing for the same territory.
A pack of wild dogs, evidently aware of the
constant danger of these larger predators grabbing
their food, can rip apart and devour an adult antelope
within minutes. With an 85 percent success rate these
proficient hunters are way ahead of lions with their
paltry 35 percent rate. But wild dogs are obviously
much less successful when it comes to escaping the
wrath of both humans and other predators.
Lloyd waxes enthusiastically about the two large
packs of painted dogs that inhabit the Ruckomechi
Concession in Mana Pools. As long as they stay put, he
believes, they should survive and thrive.
“Plenty to eat around here,” he explains as we
watched a few young dogs playfully chasing baboons
into the trees. “This is the Garden of Eden with all the
antelope crowding the fields. Plenty to eat and not too
many lions and hyenas.”
We did encounter both lions and hyenas but neither
in pursuit of the dogs. Only vultures were staying
close to the dogs in anticipation of scraps off the table
of these efficient hunters.
Elephant observation at Mana Pools is done best
from the water. Nothing beats looking up at these
towering creatures grazing on the riverbed barely
twenty yards away—not even the spectacular African
sunset above a pod of hippos in the Zambezi River,
welcoming the end of day with their stentorian
snorting as we sip wine on our little boat nearby. As
darkness settles we navigate our way back to the camp

for a hearty meal while the hippos leave the water to
start their nocturnal grazing.
“Very good sightings,” I said to Lloyd as we took
leave of Ruckomechi the next morning and boarded
our boat for the onward journey to our next camp.”But
we did not see a kill,” I added.
“Oh yes, you did. Remember the kingfisher with
the fish in its beak.”
Touché.

T

he first stage of our journey to Shumba Camp at
Busanga Plains in the northern region of Zambia’s Kafue
National Park, was a one and a half hour speedboat ride
upstream on the Zambezi River to Chirundu where we
were welcomed at the jetty by a crocodile basking in
the sun. Fortunately it had the good manners to slide
into the water before we disembarked. We were met
by a driver who accompanied us to his vehicle for our
private transfer to Lusaka.
“We have air conditioning,” he smiled. “Not to
worry.” (We did need it. Temperature outside was
hitting 96 degrees Fahrenheit).
Once we crossed the bridge across the Zambezi
we found ourselves in what seemed to be a massive
trucker’s convention.
“I bet you haven’t seen this many trucks ever at any
truck stop back home,” I said to Ruth.
She nodded.
Our clearance through passport control—in a
building shared by the Zimbabwean and Zambian
authorities
—was smooth. (I have always found the
Zambians to be courteous and in my first encounters
with Zimbabweans after almost a decade I can speak
highly of all of them ranging from baggage handlers to
the uniformed folks behind the desks).

Lechwe male and harem

Once we cleared and started on our journey we
encountered at least another thirty huge trucks parked
along the road, waiting to be processed.
“They may wait a week to be cleared,” our driver
explained. “Most of them carry copper to the harbors
in South Africa and Mozambique and bring back food
and machinery.”
The 70 miles by road from Chirundu to Lusaka
took us in excess of four hours as we crawled along
in heavy traffic on a dusty dirt road alongside the
new highway under construction. The Chinese are in
charge of this project and also the refurbishing of the
power grid from Kariba Dam to the rest of the country,
proudly pronouncing their involvement with huge
signs in both Mandarin and English.
Lusaka reminds one of Pretoria in South Africa,
replete with government buildings and jacaranda
trees awash in purple flowers. But as far as traffic goes,
Lusaka definitely has the edge.
“Be glad you are staying at the Taj Pamodzi,” our
driver said as he dropped us off. “If you stayed at the
other side of the city it would have taken us almost two
hours in the morning traffic to get you to the airport.”
The Pamodzi is part of an the Indian Taj group
offering accommodations and service commensurate
Camp visitor at Shumba, Busanga Plains

to what they do elsewhere in the world. And, as we
discovered the next morning when we headed out, it
also offers the convenience of being only a half hour
away from the airport.

T

he field guide who welcomed us as we
disembarked from our small charter at the airstrip
in Kafue’s Busanga Plains reminded me of another
ranger that we had some time ago at Duba Plains in
Botswana. Even though his nom de guerre is somewhat
less inventive than Duba Plains’ James 007, John D of
Shumba was equally as informative, entertaining and
pleasant.
Kafue, the oldest national park in Zambia, is
also one of the largest in Africa—at 8,700 sq. miles it
equals the size of New Jersey. It has remained largely
untouched by development until very recently, yet it
remains a unique and pristine wilderness with sublime
scenery, game viewing and bird watching. Busanga
Plains stretching over 300 sq. miles in the northern part
of the park is described as the Jewel of the Kafue and
we would soon to find out why.
Large herds of red lechwe, puku and buffalo attract
predators. Submerged for most of the year, the seasonal
flood waters lure great flocks of open billed storks, and

the rare wattled cranes. They were still present when
we visited during the dry month of October. (When the
big rains start in mid-November Shumba Camp closes
for several months and is left in the care of a skeleton
staff).
Apart from lechwe, puku, sable, wildebeest and
zebra we had great sightings of lion. (Shumba, which
means lion in the local tongue, lived up to its name
when a whole pride of lions came to our camp to spend
a full day in the shadow of the wooden platform under
one of the luxury tents).
My highlight, however, was the sighting of a honey
badger trotting clumsily over the uneven hardened
mud, potholed by thousands of buffalo, hippo and
other creatures during the wet season. Like the
aardvark—that long nosed creature that heads the list
of animals alphabet—the honey badger is very elusive
and seldom seen.
But unlike the good-humoured aardvark the honey
badger has earned a name for itself as one of the most
ferocious creatures on earth. (It is said that before it
goes to bed at night the Tasmanian Devil looks under
its bed to be sure there is no honey badger. And in the
apartheid days South Africa manufactured an armored
vehicle considered to be one of the toughest ever and
named it ratel, the Afrikaans name for honey badger).
By the way, honey badgers not only eat honey,
ignoring swarming bees and hundreds of stings, but
will go for anything else that is in the offing—even
meat hidden in the trees by leopards.

Honey badger at Busanga Plains

For at least a mile we were keeping up with the
honey badger over this washboard surface, shaking
and rolling all over the vehicle, stopping at times to get
him on film.
Ruth preferred the smoothness of a hot air balloon
glide over the plains that concluded our three day stay
at this unique corner of the universe. The hour long
journey was followed by a champagne party. True to
tradition Eric, our balloonist, used a machete to chop
off the neck of the champagne bottle without spilling
a drop.
Afterwards we made our way to the airstrip where
a Cessna was waiting to take us back to Lusaka for our
onward journey to Cape Town. Before we boarded
the light aircraft our pilot cautioned us and the Swiss
couple who shared the flight, to get in quickly as he

Ballooning over Busanga Plains

did not want the tsetse flies to come along for the ride.
(Only those who are familiar with these horse flies
on steroids and experienced their beastly bites will
appreciate the importance of not having them at close
range).
But despite our best efforts a few tsetse got in and
had us all swiping at them and, unintentionally, at each
other. From behind someone smashed one on my back
and I had no illusions about what it left on my shirt as
I looked at the blood spattered on the front window
where the pilot made his tsetse hit.
Tsetse are largely confined to the treeline bordering
the plains and the airstrip, and only venture out when
they spot blood donors. Having encountered these
Dracula-like insects before (they need the blood to
reproduce) Ruth and I had no desire to go into the
wooded areas even though this is where the leopards
reside.
Wilderness Safaris actually provides tsetse-proof
garb, replete with gauze masks, for those who wish
to venture into the woods. And John D proudly
demonstrated a contraption on the front fender of his
vehicle that consisted of a large can with holes releasing
smoke from burning elephant dung to repulse these
irritating insects.
It was our good fortune to see a leopard without
spending much time in the forest area. At our final
sundowner it was spotted by the ever alert John D. (It
is at times like these that you realize why it is necessary
to have an expert ranger with hawk eyes on safari).

“I see something moving out there,” he announced
as he hastily packed the snacks and stored the folding
table in the back of the Landrover. “You can take along
your drinks.”
“What do you see?” I asked peering out in the
distance through my 300 mm camera lens without
seeing anything but shrub.
“A leopard’s tail.”
Several minutes later we encountered a female
leopard, so well camouflaged that we almost had to be
on top of her to see her in the dusk.

S

o what did I take from our zigzag across ZimZam?

The realization that there is great truth in that
seminal song from Lion King:
There’s more to see than can ever be seen
More to do than can ever be done
There’s far too much to take in here
More to find than can ever be found
After many safaris across Southern and East Africa
I still find new things to see and much more to be done
in my quest to offer my discerning clients the most
memorable of trips.
Zimbabwe is back on my radar screen and Zambia
has shown me that it has much more to offer than
merely the mighty Zambezi and the most spectacular
waterfall in the world.

I

am looking forward to hearing
from you when you are ready to
embark on your first safari or to have
me plan your second third or fourth
trip.
Visit www.theultimatesafari.com
for further information or contact me.
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