
       ater is the driving force of Nature. This quote 
from Leonardo da Vinci certainly holds water in safari 
country.  When I scroll on my computer through tens 
of thousands of pictures taken during numerous 
sorties into Africa’s Nature Kingdom, I am struck by 
how many of the best ones were taken at waterholes. 

Several upscale camps offer so-called hides where 
their guests can observe at close range animals drinking 
water and bathing. These hides come in all sizes and 
shapes. They vary from a shelter consisting of wood 
stumps to comfortable seating on a bar stool in a neatly 
constructed shed, blending in with the environment. At 
one camp I had the unique experience of enjoying my 
refreshment in a ship’s container buried underground 
with a slot cut at water level.

Regardless of the size or shape of the hide, you 
are always ensured of a very special experience, close 

W to the water’s edge. They come there in all sizes and 
shapes, ranging from bulky elephants to small birds, 
apparently blissfully unaware of the Peeping Toms 
and Tricias in the hide.

Take it from me, hides are really not the only way 
to observe animals at their watering holes. You can 
drive or even walk up to the water’s edge with an 
experienced guide. These creatures know that they are 
in protected area and you pose no threat, so they go 
about their business at the source of life without being 
bothered.

In their world you are simply an observer and they 
will let you know in good time when to back off. That 
is why you need an expert guide who knows when to 
retreat at the slightest sign of aggressive behavior on 
the part of the observed.

 Whenever I am asked about my favorite safari, 
Hwange National Park in the off-season 
always makes my list together with the 
likes of upscale camps and exquisite 
destinations in Botswana, Tanzania, South 
Africa, Kenya and Namibia. 

Trust me, in October in Zimbabwe’s 
Hwange National Park, when the rates 
drop and the water holes dry up you can 
sit in front of your comfortable tent in a 
private concession watching hundreds 
upon hundreds of elephants visiting the 
water hole in front of you. In single file 
they take their turn while the baboons, 
buffalo, zebra and plenty of others edge 
in as well. 

You have a safari playing off in front of 
you while you cool off in an old-fashioned 
tub in front of your luxury tent. Heat is 
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WATER IN THE WILD
Elephants gathering at a water hole in Hwange

Lioness and cubs at waterhole in Botswana’s Kalahari Plains



Waterhole sightings

undoubtedly a small price to pay for this remarkable 
experience. 

It is no accident that in most safari areas May 
until September are peak season months. No rain and 
reasonable temparatures. But you pay the extra price 
for this comfort. Summer season with its rains scatter 

the animal kingdom over large areas and they are 
somewhat more difficult to find. 

However, with the services of an expert guide you 
should still be able to get close to them, albeit in smaller 
numbers. And, once again, you are only paying off-
season rates. 

Waterhole activity Katavi , Tanzania

Giraffe at Ngala, Kruger National Park

Cheetah at Little Kwara, Botswana



Katuma River in rainy season Katuma River in drought

Litttle water, plenty manure

You realize just just how important water is in 
Nature when you see the hippos jostling for a spot 
in the shrunken waterholes during dry season in the 
Katuma River in Tanzania’s Katavi National Park. 
The once lush river turns into a mudbath with hippos 
stacked together like beans in a bowl, fighting for 
space. I have seen both and must say that I do prefer 
the wet season when you are spared the stench of mud 
and manure.

Plenty of water at Savuti , Botswana

Sucking the sand in Ruaha, Tanzania

In Tanzania’s Ruaha National Park I saw elephants 
digging with their trunks and feet for water in the dry 
riverbeds. They somehow manage to slurp water deep 
down  with their agile trunks.

Without water neither the animal world nor plants 
or us can survive. It is the nourishment that we all need 
on a daily basis, some more than others. Consider an 
elephant’s daily intake of between 30 and 50 gallons 
per day and you realize why they are always crowding 
around the waterholes.

But for them waterholes are not only a source of 
drinking water. That is where they take a bath and cool 
off in the hot season, before throwing mud and dust 
on their skins to protect them from critters and scrapes 
as they move through thorny bushes and prickly tree 
branches.

You are bound to find any creature in the wild at 
the waterhole sometime but I have to admit that none 
as impressive as elephants. Although I have had many 
memorable sightings at the waters edge, nothing beats 
the frolicking, splashing and trumbunctuous behavior 
of the world’s largest land mammal. Imagine yourself 



sitting in front of your tent as they pass by to and from 
the water hole or having a morning coffee break while 
the congregate close by. That is the essence of a real 
safari.

To see and hear a herd of zebra splashing into 
the water in front of you, making shrill noisess as 
they gallop along, is very special. So is spending the 
evening on the Zambezi river having cocktails on your 
small boat while the hippos around you bellow loudly 
to remind you who is in charge.

Zebra rush in Kenya

Coffee break in Hwange

Let me know when you are ready to observe at close 
range an abundance of fascinating African wildlife, 
at the waterholes and beyond. Be forwarned. Your 
first trip might not be your last. Once the safari bug 
bites, you will be hooked, like Ernest Hemingway 
longing for Africa while he still there.

Leonardo da Vinci had it right. Water is the 
driving force of Nature. God’s creatures are driven 
there to survive. 

Jambo!
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