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B

rent, our guide, and Lazarus, our scout, took the lead.
Special, our tea bearer and extra set of sharp eyes,
brought up the rear. With final instructions ringing in
our ears – “No loud noises, pay attention, DO NOT
wander off!” – we set out in single file.

I’ve been going on safari in Africa for more than 20 years, but I’ve
never had an experience to match my first walking safari in Zambia’s
North Luangwa National Park.
We swished through long grass, splashed across rivers, ducked under
branches, and occasionally stopped to untangle ourselves from waita-bit bushes. On foot in the bush, you’re aware of faint rustlings in
the undergrowth, twigs cracking underfoot, orchestras of bird calls,
and the puku alarm whistles and impala barks as they catch sight of
you. An occasional distant roar of a lion, or the more nearby
trumpeting of an elephant, keep you aware of your surroundings –
and your fragility.

Walking with hippos in Mwaleshi, North Luangwa © Remote Africa Safaris

North Luangwa is a vast tract of untamed land. Covering 4,636
square km, it’s one of the last truly wild places in Zambia. Here,
where the Great Rift Valley extends down into north-eastern Zambia,
the Luangwa River has, over millennia, carved a uniquely beautiful
landscape.
This is an area of primordial wilderness. North Luangwa is home to
Zambia’s only black rhinos. It’s the nation’s elephant stronghold,
and has one of the highest lion densities in the region. We’d come to
a remote bush camp to explore it on foot.
The beauty of a walking safari in North Luangwa is that you
experience the bush as an almost invisible observer. This is not a Big
Five ‘box ticking’ safari. It’s an intimate, personal experience. It’s a
time of total isolation, in one of the last great wildlife areas on the
continent. With few roads and only a handful of people inside the
park, you’re highly unlikely to see any humans aside from your
guide, camp staff and fellow guests.

Because it is so remote, and there are very few roads within the park,
most visitors fly in to North Luangwa © Remote Africa Safaris

A walking safari in North Luangwa provides all the quintessential ‘Out of
Africa’ moments your heart could desire © Remote Africa Safaris

Although it was declared a game reserve in 1938, the North Park, as

it’s commonly known, was accessible only by the game department
for more than 30 years. In 1972 it became a national park. In the
early ’80s, one company was granted a concession to run walking
safaris. For several years, they were the only safari operators in the
park.
In 1986, scientists Mark and Delia Owens of ‘Cry of the Kalahari’
fame, set up a research station in the park. Through their influence,
and as a way of curbing poaching, authorities allowed a handful of
other operators to run walking safaris.
Even now, access to the North Park is tightly controlled. It’s not open
to the general public and there are no permanent lodges. The only
way to visit is through one of the few walking safari operators.
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Camps in North Luangwa are rebuilt every year out of natural materials
to minimize their impact © Remote Africa Safaris

Walkers enjoy the freedom of Africa’s limitlessness on foot,
accompanied by an experienced guide and an armed National Park scout
© Remote Africa Safaris

Red-billed quelea, a type of weaver-finch, flock in vast numbers in the
Luangwa Valley © Marcus Westberg for Luambe Camp

That first afternoon’s walk gave us a taste of what we could expect
over the next few days. We saw so much that we’d normally miss
from a safari vehicle on a traditional game drive.
The Luangwa Valley is a happy hunting ground for twitchers. About
400 of Zambia’s 750 recorded bird species are found here. That
afternoon, we were treated to the rolling flight displays of the lilacbreasted rollers, the insect-catching antics of bee-eaters, and the
ungainly aerial flounderings of hundreds of hornbills.
There are about 12 different weaver bird species in North Luangwa.
To a bird watcher’s delight, these include the East African chestnutmantled sparrow weaver. We got an up-close look at several different
species’ distinctive styles of nest construction.

Lilac-breasted rollers are natural posers, but a good sighting of their
flying acrobatics is something special © Marcus Westberg for Luambe
Camp

White-fronted bee-eaters doing just that © Marcus Westberg for Luambe
Camp

Is there anything that can match the beauty of a wild African sunset?
© Marcus Westberg for Luambe Camp

As we walked along the riverbank, the sun was setting orange, pink
and scarlet over the water. My appetite has a tendency to make itself
heard, and my stomach loudly declared it was dinner time. This
wasn’t helped by the persistent smell of potato plant (Phyllanthus
reticulatus). The smell, tantalizingly reminiscent of fish and chips,
made my tummy rumble even louder. I wondered if any nearby
elephants, with their ability to detect low-frequency sounds from
many kilometers away, could hear it too.
In camp that night, we had one of those consummate ‘Out of Africa’
experiences. Bucket showers with water heated over a woodfire.
Drinks in canvas chairs overlooking the dark rippling silk of the river.

Dinner by lantern light, accompanied by the nighttime noises of the
bush in full stereophonic sound. When we returned to our room, the
beds had been turned down and mosquito nets firmly secured over
them.
As I drifted off to sleep, I drowsily noticed the sound of elephants
tearing down branches and munching them quite close by. Suddenly,
I was rudely awakened, by my husband. He had just remembered
that I’d brought an orange into the room. He was trying to convince
me to get out of my bed, find the orange, and take it outside in case
the elephants came looking for it.
But I refused. Apparently he wasn’t sufficiently concerned to get up
either, and the next morning we woke to find both the orange and
the room unscathed. Only when he saw fruit salad at breakfast did
my husband grudgingly admit that the kitchen, with its plentiful
supply of fruit, would have been a more obvious target for elephants
in search of a juicy midnight snack.

Camps embrace the rustic nature of North Luangwa and focus on
walking safaris as the main activity © Remote Africa Safaris

Camps embrace the rustic nature of North Luangwa and focus on
walking safaris as the main activity © Remote Africa Safaris

Simply furnished but comfortable chalets are constructed from reed and
thatch © Remote Africa Safaris

In the bush, the greatest luxuries are the simplest, such as sipping your
morning coffee sitting in front of a pod of hippos © Remote Africa
Safaris

Our days in North Luangwa started at 5am. We were woken by a jug
of warm water being passed through the bathroom ‘window’. After
brief ablutions, we met for coffee and breakfast around the campfire
on the riverbank. By 5.30am, we’d set off with Brent, Lazarus and
Special for a five-hour walk.
Taking off our shoes, we crossed the shallow, but surprisingly chilly
Mwaleshi River. As our eyes adjusted to the growing light, we walked
through sand, over river pebbles, through woodlands and grassland.
Nocturnal creatures rustled in the undergrowth, returning home to
bed. We watched as the daytime world woke up around us.
One morning, we’d been walking for some time without seeing much,
when my husband spotted a hyena on the opposite bank. She was
clearly either heavily pregnant or had grossly overeaten that night.
Her stomach was pendulous, and she lay lethargically on the cool
river sand.
She was utterly unconcerned by our presence, perhaps because there
was a river between us. We watched her, and she watched us back. It
was a great sighting – although it was somewhat spoilt by my
husband repeating the line, “I spotted a spotted hyena,” at regular
intervals as we continued our walk.
To read more about exciting animal encounters on the
walk, continue reading below the advert

Giant kingfishers move to a new perch after each successful catch
© Marcus Westberg for Luambe Camp

Cookson’s wildebeest is a subspecies of the blue wildebeest. It has the
largest body and horns of any wildebeest and is only found in the
Luangwa Valley © Marcus Westberg for Luambe Camp

Shortly after the hyena we spotted a pair of Cookson’s wildebeest,
one of the valley’s endemic subspecies, and then a lone bull elephant
walking along the top of the opposite bank. We followed him on our
side of the river, until he reached the spot where we’d been planning
to cross. Here he found a tree laden with fruit and paused for a
leisurely breakfast.
We weren’t about to disturb him, so we waited our turn. It wasn’t
long before he finished and came down to the river’s edge to cross to
our side. Putting safety first, we backed up a fair distance and waited.
Then, as the bull elephant got halfway across the river, the wind
changed direction. Immediately, he stopped, his ears waving wildly

and his trunk up, scenting us.
We backed up a little further, then a little further and then a little
further still. Ultimately deciding we didn’t seem to be a threat, the
elephant continued across the river, vanishing into the thick
vegetation.
In the 1970s there were about 120,000 elephants in North Luangwa.
A large-scale culling programme, followed by unrelenting poaching
in the 70s and 80s shrunk the herds to fewer than 5,000. There are
now estimated to be about 25,000 elephants. However, sightings are
still relatively rare and they are understandably shy. But, year by
year, the population is growing and the herds are calming down.

The Owens Foundation estimates that, if left unprotected, all of North
Luangwa’s elephants would have been killed by poachers by 1996
© Marcus Westberg for Luambe Camp

The North Luangwa Conservation Program helped supplant the illegal
poaching economy with legal and sustainable alternatives © Marcus
Westberg for Luambe Camp

Poaching also led to the total execution of rhino in the park. But now,
thanks to a reintroduction programme that began in 2003, North
Luangwa is now home to Zambia’s only black rhino population.
Five black rhino were initially introduced into a large, fenced-off
intensive protection zone in the heart of the park. Ten more were
added a few years later. The North Luangwa Conservation
Programme, a partnership between the Frankfurt Zoological Society
and Zambian national parks, has been a success. Rhino numbers
have increased and the sanctuary has been extended.
Founded in 1986 the North Luangwa Conservation Programme has
focused on protecting 22,000 square km of the North Luangwa
ecosystem. A canine anti-poaching unit has been established, and
trained sniffer dogs are stationed at park gates, border areas and

strategic road blocks outside the park. This is successfully curbing
the trafficking of illegal products such as ivory and bushmeat. The
unit has also been fairly successful at detecting firearms and illegally
harvested timber.

Brushing up on birds while cooling off in the Mwaleshi River © Remote Africa Safaris

Each day, we returned to camp for lunch and a siesta during the
hottest part of the day. Then we took another walk in the afternoon.
Heading upstream, we walked a route taken by elephants for many,
many years. As they passed, eating the gingery, chocolatey fruit of
the ilala palm, they’d ‘deposited’ the seeds. Over decades, this had
created a trail of palm trees of various sizes, like a bush version of
Hansel and Gretel’s trail of breadcrumbs.
We ended one afternoon’s walk up high on an embankment. Two
elephants were having a dust bath immediately below us. Both were
completely oblivious to our presence.

By our last day, the 5am wake up seemed much easier. For our final
walk, we drove to the Luangwa River then walked through the
riverine forest, down to its banks. As we walked, Brent paused.
“Can you smell that popcorn kind of smell?” he asked.
Indeed there was a remarkably strong scent of popcorn.
“That’s the scent marking of a genet,” he informed us.
After so many years on safari I’d never known that.
Leaving the popcorn behind, we continued down to the Luangwa
River, which forms the border of the national park. Huge pods of
hippos wallowed in the water below us. A few brave fisherman sat on
the opposite bank, just outside the confines of the park, mending
their nets and cleaning their catch.
I could have spent hours watching the hippos. Teeth baring,
territorial displays, jostling for position in the shallow water,
grunting, groaning, roaring and wheezing.
Oxpeckers tried to land on their backs, comically repelled by splashes
as the hippos flapped their ears and tails, spraying their backs with
water. Not long after landing and starting to peck, they would be
dislodged. Taking briefly to the air, they momentarily settled on
another plump grey back, before the splashing was repeated and they
were on the move again.
To read more about planning a trip to North Luangwa,
continue reading below the advert

Because it’s so remote, most visitors fly into and out of the park. We,
however, had driven there. We had a long journey home. Reluctantly,
we left the hippos and drove up the bumpy road to the park gate.
Halfway up the escarpment, we rounded the corner to a sight that
North Luangwa is famous for: a herd of hundreds of buffalos. It was
the perfect end to a spectacular safari.

Herds of buffalo up to 400 strong can be found in the Luangwa Valley © Marcus Westberg for Luambe
Camp

Plan your trip to North Luangwa using this map

WHERE TO STAY IN THE LUANGWA VALLEY
North Luangwa
It’s worth noting that North Luangwa is only open in the dry season,
from June to October. Camps are rebuilt every year so as to have
minimal impact of the ecosystem. Access to the park during the wet
season is virtually impossible.
Mwaleshi Camp is hidden in a scenic bend of the Mwaleshi River
10km upstream of its confluence with the Luangwa River. This
intimate camp has just four thatched chalets with en-suite
bathrooms open to the stars.
Luambe
Luambe Camp is in the heart of the Luangwa Valley, halfway between
North and South Luangwa National Parks. It’s the only wildlife lodge
in Luambe National Park and is far from any crowds. The lodge is
ideal for adventurous and discerning wildlife enthusiasts.

Luambe Camp is in the heart of the Luangwa Valley, halfway between
North and South Luangwa National Parks. It’s the only wildlife lodge
in Luambe National Park and is far from any crowds. The lodge is
ideal for adventurous and discerning wildlife enthusiasts.

Idyllic safari camping on the banks of the Luangwa River at Luambe Camp © Marcus
Westberg for Luambe Camp

South Luangwa
Track & Trail River Camp is run by Kirsten Gottenkieny and Peter
Geraerdts, and specialises in photographic safaris. Accommodation
includes single and double-storey chalets, and a campsite with
elevated platforms. The restaurant offers panoramic views, and the

elevated swimming pool allows you to keep an eye on hippos and
crocodiles in the river.
Shenton Safaris offer high quality photographic safaris, including
game drives, night drives, walking safaris, hide trips and special
camp outs. Kaingo and Mwamba camps are the creations of the
Shenton family, which has three generations of wildlife conservation
in Southern Africa.
Robin Pope Safaris are specialists in mobile walking safaris in South
Luangwa National Park. Their historic Nsefu camp welcomes just
twelve guests in six original brick and thatch rondavels with en-suite
facilities. Each room opens up to what can simply be described as the
best view in the South Luangwa. Their other camps in the region
include Nkwali, Tena Tena, Luangwa Safari House, Robin’s House,
Luangwa River Camp and Luangwa Bush Camp.
Kafunta Safaris have been in the South Luangwa Valley for 20 years
and promise guests all the comfort and excitement an African safari
can offer. You can choose from their classic safari lodge, Kafunta
River Lodge, or a rustic and adventurous wilderness camp in Island
Bush Camp.

Designed by award winning architects Silvio Rech and Lesley Carstens,
Norman Carr Safaris‘ Chinzombo Camp brings new levels of comfort,
style and elegance to the Luangwa Valley.

Norman Carr Safaris operates five camps in South Luangwa National
Park, including Luwi, Nsolo, Kakuli and Mchenja bush camps. Their
newest camp is the wildly luxurious Chinzombo Safari Camp.
Norman Carr established Luangwa’s first safari camp in 1950 and
developed the pioneering idea of taking people to look at animals and
photograph them, and of involving local people in wildlife
management.
Flatdogs Camp prides themselves on offering accommodation to rival
the up-market lodges, at a fraction of the cost. Accommodation
includes spacious chalet rooms, a unique tree house, en suite safari
tents with stunning views, and the brand new Crocodile Nest – a
tented house with views onto the Luangwa River.
Marula Lodge has the enviable distinction of being located right next
to

the

main

entrance

of

South

Luangwa

National

Park.

The comfortable, affordable chalets provide just enough seclusion to
make you feel at home between game drives. Take a refreshing dip in
the pool and enjoy food prepared with fresh local produce and plenty
of imagination.

TRAVEL WITH AFRICA GEOGRAPHIC
Travel in Africa is about knowing when and where to go, and with
whom. A few weeks too early / late and a few kilometres off course
and you could miss the greatest show on Earth. And wouldn’t that be
a pity? Contact an Africa Geographic safari consultant to plan your
dream vacation.

To find out more about the author, continue reading
below the advert
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Competition, brought to you by Land Rover and Canon, is now
open for entries and we have some amazing images submitted.
The grand title winner of the year's competition will walk away
with a Big Cat Photo Safari for two, provided by At Close Quarters
with flights by Airlink, as well as a Canon EOS 700D with a double
lens kit. Runner up prizes include a two night safari for two at
Klaserie Sands River Camp or Hideaways' Elephant's Eye while
each category finalist will enjoy a case of wine provided by Rhino
Tears. The most popular entries on Facebook and Instagram will

enjoy prizes sponsored by iSimangaliso and Thule.
The following gallery showcases this week’s finalists. Get your
entries in now and join us in celebrating Africa! Click here for
more details
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"Morning Yawn" in Volcanoes National Park, Rwanda ©Nelis Wolmarans

Photographer of the Year 2017 Week 19 Finalists
Picture 2 of 25

"Colours of Africa" in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya ©Björn Persson
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"Courtship" in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya ©Thomas Vijayan
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A lion family at sunset in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya ©Anja Gröbel
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"Sea and salt" in Lake Natron, Tanzania ©Wellington Rodrigues
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A black-backed jackal and Cape vultures fight over food at Giant's Castle, Drakensberg, South
Africa ©Willem Kruger
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"Eyes wide open" in Kruger National Park, South Africa ©Ross Couper

Photographer of the Year 2017 Week 19 Finalists
Picture 5 of 25

"Follow the sun" in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya ©Björn Persson
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"Mud bath" in Etosha National Park, Namibia ©Natasha Culver
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Nyiragongo volcano at night in Virunga National Park, DR Congo ©Greg Metro
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Malawian fisherman on Lake Malawi ©Jaco Beukman
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A crocodile feasts on a Thomson's gazelle in the Mara River, Maasai Mara National Park, Kenya
©Diana Knight
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"Captivated" in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, Uganda ©Gillian Maskell

Photographer of the Year 2017 Week 19 Finalists
Picture 8 of 25

Portrait of a black rhino in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya ©Björn Persson
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A Mozambique spitting cobra attempts to swallow a tree squirrel in Kruger National Park,
South Africa ©Ernest Porter
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A hammerkop watches the river in Hoedspruit, South Africa ©Tim Feherty

Photographer of the Year 2017 Week 19 Finalists
Picture 17 of 25

Muddy roads near Farafangana, Madagascar ©Žiga Lovšin
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The road to Spitzkoppe in Namibia ©Jaco Beukman

Photographer of the Year 2017 Week 19 Finalists
Picture 16 of 25

"Out of the shadows" in Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park ©Charlie Lynam
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"Wish, dream, hope" in Sabi Sand Game Reserve, South Africa ©Ross Couper
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A leopard descends a tree in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya ©Thomas Vijayan
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"Best friends" in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya ©Björn Persson
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A rock monitor hides in a tree in Ndumo Game Reserve, South Africa ©Ernest Porter
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Village bean pickers at Sipi Falls, Uganda ©Charlie Lynam

