
GOING BEyond THE 
SMOKE THAT THUNDERS
Photographs by the author

   he locals called it Mosi-o-Tunya (The Smoke 
that Thunders) to describe the thick mist rising as the 
mighty Zambezi River spills over the gorges on its 
way from Angola to the Indian Ocean. Explorer David 
Livingstone renamed it Victoria Falls after his empress. 
This majestic sight by whatever name has become the 
staging platform for safaris into Botswana, Namibia 
and Zimbabwe. 

Safarists spend a  day or two here to rest up after 
the long  flight to recover in style at one of many luxury 
establishments on both the Zimbabwean and Zambian 
side of the falls. Until recently, however, Zambia has 
been largely passed over by visitors bound for well 
publicized national parks elsewhere. 
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As a safari consultant who travels to 
Africa at least twice and sometimes three 
times a year to assess the suitability of des-
tinations for my clients, my exposure to 
Zambia’s wildlife has been limited to river 
cruises on the Zambezi en route to other 
countries —until two years ago when Craig 
Glatthaar of Wilderness Safaris talked me 
into visiting their upscale camp in Busanga 
Plains in Kafue National Park and I discov-
ered just how much I have been missing 
over the years. 

       hen Mindy Roberts, the enthusiastic Australian-
born marketing director of Time and Tide invited me 
to go beyond the smoke that thunders to explore their 
properties in South Luangwa and Lower Zambezi, 
I readily accepted. I was eager to see whether this 
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pos to visiting elephants and antelopes, with the occa-
sional predators making their appearance as well. 

Nsolo has five chalets and Mchenja five luxury 
tents. These camps are Hemingway in great style and 
Ginzombo Camp, with its six villas (including a family 
unit with two bedrooms) most definitely Hemingway 
on Steroids. 

Situated just outside the park, across the Luangwa 
river, Ginzombo competes with the best anywhere in 
safari country. Access to the park is a two minute boat 
ride across the river to a private dock with vehicles 
ready to take guests on game drives. 

   o what does South Luangwa offer in terms of 
wildlife? This is after all the most important part of 
any safari. The softest bed and best food can never 
compensate for a second rate experience in the field.

The word Hippodrome came to mind as we en-
countered hundreds of these tubby vegetarians in the 
river and waterholes that looked like gigantic salad 
bowls. Nile cabbage floating on top of the water pro-
vide food for fish and coverage as well hippos. 

Salivating in the salad

Going along for the ride

destination might offer something special for my 
demanding clientele beyond the numerous special 
destinations that I have vetted over the years in 
Southern and East Africa.

   flew to Lusaka via Johannesburg before boarding 
a local flight to Mfuwe and eventually taking a two 
hour open vehicle drive to my first camp, Luwi. There 
are other less challenging ways to get to Mfuwe and 
staying overnight along the way is advisable for the 
more timid traveler. Even though the drive from 
Mfuwe to Time and Tide’s camps deep inside South 
Luangwa National Park is long it has its advantages.

Not only Luwi but the Nsolo and Mchenja camps 
are way beyond the reach of day trippers which makes 
for less traffic. More animals and less homo sapiens. In 
the time that I spent in this area we did not encounter 
a single vehicle beyond the few operated by the camps 
themselves.

Of the three, Nsolo and Mchenja are my preferenc-
es as they are situated on the riverside and offer views 
from every unit of wildlife ranging from resident hip-
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South Luangwa offered very special experiences. Every 
evening we had our fair share of great sightings of 
civets, hares, lions, hyenas, hippos, bush babies, owls 
and other night prowlers. Even a crocodile slithered 
across our path.

       o how many kills did you see?

This is also a question asked by one of my fellow 
safari addicts whenever I come back from a trip.

On this journey, I had witnessed one only although 
we had great fun in following two failed attempts. The 
one success involved wild dogs that had no problem in 
cornering an impala and devouring it in less than five 
minutes with a vulture waiting in vain for leftovers.  

We followed a pride of six lionesses and seven cubs 
trying to ambush a stray buffalo without success and 

One of my sightings was a male hippo making out 
with one of his females in a cabbage covered water 
holes. It had almost a romantic flavor to it as she had 
her head covered with what looked like a laurel crown. 
My field guide looked at me and chuckled “Sex in the 
salad bowl,” he said.

    ut Luangwa is not only about hippos. It has most 
everything else except rhinos. While off-roading is not 
allowed, we have encountered in the few days that I 
spent there most everything that makes for a successful 
safari. 

As someone who has had very few memorable 
night drives over many years in the wild (which is 
allowed for the owners of private camps in the park 
but not day trippers who have to be out at 6 p.m.), 
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Predators on our path

Wild dogs at Mana Pools

also tracked a leopard on the prowl before it gave up 
and retired in the shade. 

       y final stop in Zambia was at the Lower Zam-
bezi National Park, bordering the spectacular river 
with its abundance of aquatic and land-based crea-
tures. Here off-roading is allowed, making it possible 
for your guide to explore beyond the lush growth for 
predators. Chongwe River Camp is actually situated in 

a wildlife management area bordering the game park 
and remote enough to avoid any traffic.

The park itself could well be renamed Baobab Na-
tional Park as it is arguably the foremost sanctuary for 
this famous tree. Sometimes referred to as the upside 
down tree as its branches have the appearance of roots, 
some of these specimens are more than two thousand 
years old. Dwarfing everything around them they are 
popular sites for so-called sundowners and dinners in 

Baobab in day                                                                                        and night-time
For size check my guide circled in front
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  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 infor-
mation or contact me.

Dr. Les de Villiers
les@theultimatesafari.com 

the wild. There is nothing that compares with the sun 
setting behind these prehistoric-looking flora.

To date these magnificent specimens have mostly 
but unfortunately not totally escaped the ravages of 
the large elephant population digging into tree  trunks 
for additional nourishment.

       s is the case at Mana Pools in Zimbabwe across 
the river, the best time for wildlife viewing in Lower 
Zambezi are the dry months starting in September 
through October and part of November. Even though 
temperatures rise to a level where life at camps without 
air conditioning could be somewhat challenging, it is, 
in my view, worth it.

There is nothing more rewarding than watching 
hundreds of elephants descending on the Zambezi as 
the waterholes dry up inland and grazing becomes 
sparse.

    lthough safari operators in Zambia are reluc-
tant to criticize, I believe that the authorities have been 
somewhat lax in promoting the  wealth of safari desti-
nations in this country. It certainly holds great promise 
for expansion of tourism.

 Zambia has once again shown me that it has much 
more to offer than merely the mighty Zambezi and the 
most spectacular waterfall in the world.
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