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Introduction


Fifty or sixty years ago travelling abroad for most people was an unrealizable dream. Only the wealthy with a lot of time on their hands could afford to travel to a foreign country for a holiday and even for them the idea of going to South America, Africa or Asia would have been pretty much unthinkable.


The development of air transport over the past few decades has changed all that. Today your often- dreamed-of trip to Cambodia or Uganda or Bolivia or even Antarctica can so easily become reality. More and more people from many different countries and of all age groups are catching the travel bug all the time.


The most remote places on earth are today accessible to the intrepid traveller. Whether it be the remarkable Yemeni island of Socotra in the Indian Ocean or Lake Baikal in Siberia, or Aitutaki in the South Pacific, none of the destinations in this book should be much more than two days’ total travelling time from a major airport – provided you have the determination, energy and money to go there, of course. Truly the world now is your oyster.


Some of the must-visit destinations featured are great wonders of nature, but the majority are creations of human beings – towns and cities, cathedrals, castles, museums, gardens and markets – all testament to the industry, ingenuity and perseverance of mankind. Some of them, like the Great Wall of China, the Taj Mahal or the Acropolis, are famous throughout the world but many are little known. Were you to visit the spectacular lagoon at Dakhla or the beautiful temple of Wat Tham Paplong for example there is still every chance that you would be the only tourist there.


It is likely that some – or maybe even all – of your own favourite destinations are not included in this book. So it needs to be stressed that the 501 destinations chosen are just a selection from the many thousands of beautiful and interesting places in this wonderful world of ours.


Undoubtedly travel and tourism can have a damaging effect as visitors to some of the world’s most famous cities and monuments can readily testify. Some particularly popular places, the city of Venice or Egypt’s Valley of the Kings for example, can at certain times of year be – and feel – almost overwhelmed by the sheer number of visitors and your pleasure at finally reaching your eagerly awaited must-visit destination can be marred by the presence of just too many human beings. Sometimes you can dramatically improve the experience if you simply avoid making your trip during the busiest time of the year. Venice or Florence are still beautiful in the winter months. The Valley of the Kings is equally amazing in August – though admittedly the weather will be hot.


There are also many positive and important benefits from international travel and tourism – probably now the world’s biggest single business. Some of these, like tourists’ spending and the provision of employment are quite obvious. Yet others are arguably just as important if not so readily apparent – the breaking down of national barriers, understanding other people’s habits, thinking and cultures, a shared pride in the fruits of the endeavours of one’s fellow man.


Of course the travelling to your must-visit destination can often be as interesting and as much fun as the arriving there. The people you meet, the hotels you stay at, the meals you eat, the trips you take on the local trains, buses or taxis – once you return home your memories of your visit will be of the journey and the whole experience and not just of the destination itself.


If you are the proverbial armchair traveller who, for whatever reason, travels in your mind rather than in fact, this book should help your fantasies. However if you have ever remotely considered visiting the destinations of your dreams, stop resisting. Take the plunge and go. Your mind and your life will be enriched by the experience.
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EASTERN AFRICA/ETHIOPIA


Gondar – Fasil Ghebbi



WHEN TO GO:
 September, October and November are the best times to visit.
 
HOW TO GET THERE:
 Gondar lies on the historical route in north-west Ethiopia, north of Lake Tana. 

WHAT IS THERE TO SEE:
 The ancient capital of Ethiopia.




In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the fortress city of Gondar – the Royal Enclosure – served as the residence of the Ethiopian emperor, Fasilides, who moved his capital here in 1636 AD. By the late 1640s he had built a great castle here, the recently restored Fasilades Palace. With its huge towers and looming battlement walls, it seems as if a piece of medieval Europe has been transported to Ethiopia.


Recognised as a UNESCO World Heritage site in 1979, the palace, surrounded by an impressive 900-m (2,953-ft) wall, stands in a compound filled with juniper and wild olive trees, amid Enqulal Gemb, or Egg Castle, named after its domed roof, the royal archive, many impressive churches and monastaries and a stable. These exemplify architecture that is marked by both Hindu and Arab influences, subsequently transformed by the Baroque style that the Jesuit missionaries brought to Gondar, and have earned the city the nickname ‘The Ethiopian Camelot’.


Beyond the city to the north-west, by the Qaha River, are the Fasilades Baths. A two-storeyed, rustic battlement sits on the steps leading to a rectangular pool, while the bathing pavilion stands on pier arches and contains several rooms that may be reached via a stone bridge, part of which could be raised for defence in times of battle.



[image: image missing]
Castle of Emperor Fasilides and his descendants.
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EASTERN AFRICA/ETHIOPIA


Churches at
Lalibela



WHAT IS THERE TO SEE:
 11 monolithic churches built in the thirteenth century.

WHEN TO GO:
 September, October and November are the best times to visit.
 
WHERE IS IT:
 In the former province of Wollo.

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT:
 It is one of modern Ethiopia’s holiest cities.





Lalibela is Ethiopia’s equivalent of Petra in Jordan. Surrounded on all sides by rugged and forbidding mountains to the north of the modern province of Wollo, Lalibela gives the impression that you’ve landed in a kingdom centuries past. The 11 medieval, monolithic churches of this thirteenth-century ‘New Jerusalem’ are Ethiopia’s top attraction, and they inspire awe, regardless of whether you are interested in religion or religious architecture. Perched at 2,630 m (8,629 ft), the monastic settlement of Lalibela is a desolate, isolated place, a centre of pilgrimage to its many annual visitors.


Located in the heart of Ethiopia near a traditional village with circular dwellings, the churches of Lalibela are cut straight from bedrock so their roofs are at ground level. All 11 churches were built within a century – according to legend, with the help of angels


Close examination is required to appreciate the full extent of this achievement as some lie almost completely hidden in deep trenches, while others stand in open quarried caves. A complex labyrinth of tunnels and narrow passageways with offset crypts, grottoes and galleries connects them all. 


It’s a damp and silent subterranean world, apart from the echoing sounds of the chanting faithful, that needs to be experienced to be fully understood.


Once the thriving and populous capital city of a medieval dynasty, the passing centuries have reduced Lalibela to a village. The churches have been kept alive by generations of priests who guard their treasures of ornamented crosses, illuminated Bibles and illustrated manuscripts. From the road below, it remains nearly invisible against a horizon dominated by the 4,200-m (13,780-ft) peak of Mount Abuna Joseph.



[image: image missing]
Christians entering one of the rock-hewn churches.
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EASTERN AFRICA/ETHIOPIA


Aksum – ruins of
ancient city



WHAT IS IT:
 Ethiopia’s holiest city.
 
WHY IS IT IMPORTANT:
 Christianity was declared the national religion here in the fourth century.

WHAT IS THERE TO SEE:
 One of the possible resting places of the Ark of the Convenant, in which the Ten Commandments are held.

WHERE IS IT:
 In north-eastern Ethiopia on the horn of Africa.




Aksum is considered the holiest city in Ethiopia. Christianity was declared the national religion here in the fourth century by the ruler, Ezana, who constructed much of the monumental architecture and converted much of the Axumite Kingdom’s population to Christianity around 330 AD after his own conversion. Once a prosperous kingdom on the Tigray Plateau, it was close to the Blue Nile basin and the Afar depression and accessible to the port of Adulis on the Red Sea coast, which allowed it to maintain trade relations with many nations including Egypt, India, the Sudan and Arabia.


At its peak, Aksum controlled territories as far as southern Egypt, east to the Gulf of Aden, south to the Omo River and west to the Cushite Kingdom of Meroe. The South Arabian kingdom of the Himyarites was also under its power.


The modern city of Aksum is located in the north-eastern portion of what is now Ethiopia, on the horn of Africa. It lies high on a plateau 2,195 m (7,200 ft) above sea level. According to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, Aksum is where the original Ark of the Covenant, containing the Ten Commandments, is located. The Ark is supposed to be in the seventeenth-century church of Our Lady Mary of Zion, but only its guardian may look at it. The church’s museum has a small but impressive collection of bibles, crosses and crowns.


Just past the museum is Aksum’s ancient stelae field. These are enormous carved pillars made from single granite blocks, the highest of those still standing is a looming 24 m (79 ft) tall.


Just outside of town you will find the ruins of King Kaleb’s Tomb, the Queen of Sheba’s Palace and the Pentalewon Monastery. Women are not allowed inside the monastary, but the views from here are worth the somewhat arduous walk up the hill.



[image: image missing]
Ancient site of stelae and monoliths.
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EASTERN AFRICA/ETHIOPIA


Simien National Park



WHAT IS IT:
 A World Heritage Site with dramatic scenery.
 
WHY IS IT IMPORTANT:
 For its spectacular scenery, flora and fauna.

NOTABLE GEOGRAPHY:
 It is the home of Ras Dejen, the highest point in Ethiopia and the fourth highest peak in Africa.

WHERE IS IT:
 The Simien Mountains are in north-west Ethiopia, east of the highway from Gondar to Aksum.





Massive erosion over the years on the Ethiopian plateau has created one of the most spectacular landscapes in the world. The Simien National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, consists of a rocky massif – cut through by streams and gorges – which slopes dramatically down to grasslands and wide valleys. The pinnacle of the Simien Mountains, Ras Dejen 4,620 m (15,157 ft), is the highest point in Ethiopia and the fourth highest peak on the continent.


The national park has three general botanical regions; the lower slopes for cultivation and grazing, the forested alpine regions and the higher mountain grasslands growing fescue grasses and heathers, splendid red hot pokers as well as giant lobelia.


Not only are the views from the mountains breathtaking, but the park is also home to some extremely rare animals such as the gelada (bleeding heart) baboons with their distinctive red breasts, the obscure Simien fox, Ethiopian wolves and large birds of prey including the lammergeier. The park was created primarily to protect the 1,000 walia ibex, a type of wild goat found nowhere else in the world, which also live in the park.


Trekking in the Simiens is excellent and the park is easily accessible from Debareq, 101 km (63 mi) from Gondar. The infrastructure is good: equipment, provisions and guides are available. Although not too far from the equator, snow and ice commonly appear on the highest points of the Simien Mountains and temperatures at night often fall below 0 C (32 F) so it is important to be prepared for all conditions.



[image: image missing]
The Simien Mountains
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EASTERN AFRICA/KENYA


Amboseli National Reserve



WHEN TO GO:
 Game viewing is best in high summer, following the rainy season. The days are long and the weather is pleasant, especially in July.
 
HOW TO GET THERE:
 Jomo Kenyatta International airport is 240 km (149 mi) south-east of Nairobi close to the border with Tanzania. Kenya has 250 airports and airstrips connected by various airlines. Flying is a relatively inexpensive and safe way to travel.

WHAT TO SEE:
 The park is known for its elephant population and large herds of animals.

WORTH A TASTE:
 Try the matoke (mashed plantains) and nyama choma (goat barbecue) washed down with a Tusker beer.




Amboseli National Reserve, formerly known as Amboseli National Park, has been under the control of the Olkejiado County Council, rather than the Kenyan Wildlife Service, since September 2005. This change means that revenue generated by the park now benefits the local Masai communities.


Amboseli is one of Kenya’s most popular and is renowned for its population of an estimated 650 elephants, as well as its large herds of wildebeest, zebra, impala and, if you’re lucky, the endangered black rhino and elusive cheetah. The backdrop of the snow-capped peak of Mount Kilimanjaro, just 40 km (25 mi) away and rising majestically above the clouds, dominates the reserve.


Designated an international biosphere reserve and national park in 1974, Amboseli covers a mere 392 sq km (244 sq mi), but despite its small size and the fragility of its ecosystem, it manages to support a wide range of mammals. More than 50 of the larger species of mammals and over 400 species of birds can be found throughout the area.


With its rugged landscape and the romantic, mystical atmosphere of the great mountain looming above, it is no wonder that Amboseli inspired the big-game-hunting tales of Ernest Hemingway and Robert Ruark.


The volcanic ash from Kilimanjaro’s last eruption thousands of years ago gives many areas of the reserve a dusty appearance, yet a continuous supply of water from the mountain’s melted snow flows in underground streams creating the bold contrast of lush green areas. Various springs, swamps and marshes in the park provide havens for wildlife.


Keep an eye out for the arid lakebed that produces mirages in the sweltering heat and be sure to enjoy the views afforded by Observation Hill.



[image: image missing]
A herd of African Elephants in front of Mount Kilimanjaro, Amboseli National Park.
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EASTERN AFRICA/KENYA


Lamu Island



WHERE IT IS:
 Off the coast of Kenya.
 
HOW TO GET THERE:
 The best way to get to Lamu is to fly. The road to Lamu is rough and while there are buses, the journey is tedious and sometimes dangerous.

WHAT TO SEE:
 At the centre of town is Sultan’s Fort, built by the Omanis in 1808, and now a museum.

WHAT TO DO:
 Relax and enjoy.

CULTURAL ETIQUETTE:
 Lamu is strictly Islamic so be sensitive as to how you dress.




Lamu has been called ‘enchanting’ and it is no great surprise that this is the word used to describe it. Its long, white sandy beaches framed by rolling dunes are as unspoiled today as they were when the land was settled in the fourteenth century as a Swahili trading post.


Lamu town is Kenya’s oldest and it has had a colourful history. In its day it served as a thriving port for the export of timber, ivory and amber as well a major outpost for the then thriving slave trade. After the abolition of slavery, Lamu’s economy suffered, and has never fully recovered. Tourism arrived in the 1960s when the sleepy island turned into a hippy heaven, rivalled only by Katmandu.


The island has, however, managed to retain its distinctive character and charm. The simple lines of the Swahili architecture, built in coral and mangrove wood and featuring porches and rooftop patios, allows the friendly locals every opportunity to gather and
enjoy the sweeping ocean views in the afternoon breeze.


Donkeys – the main mode of transport – wander through labyrinthine streets the width of an average pavement. Children’s laughter echoes in the courtyards as they play in the dappled sunlight while men chat in groups in the street and women wearing their black buibui veils scamper around behind the heavy carved wooden doors for which the island is famous – offering another snapshot
of paradise.



[image: image missing]
The minaret of the Friday or Juma Mosque at Shela village on Lamu Island
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EASTERN AFRICA/KENYA



Lake Turkana



WHAT TO SEE:
 More than 22,000 crocodiles, large herds of hippos and over 40 different species of fish – if you dare to try catching one!
 
WHEN TO GO:
 October–April offers the best viewing of migratory birds, the crocodiles hatch in April and May.

HOW TO FIND IT:
 Located roughly 750 km (466 mi) by road north of Nairobi.

HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE:
 It is widely believed to be where man first walked upright.

ALSO KNOWN AS:
 ‘The Jade Sea’ for its water’s myriad hues of blues and greens.




Appearing mirage-like in the middle of a vast, lunar landscape of extinct volcanoes and lava beds is the world’s largest desert lake. A World Heritage Site, Lake Turkana, the most northerly of Kenya’s Rift Valley Lakes, is extraordinary to behold. Also known as the Jade Sea for the array of blue and green hues produced by the algae it contains, Lake Turkana is fed by the Omo River in Ethiopia and, having no outlet, its levels fluctuate with the rainfall of Ethiopia.


The ‘Jurrassic-like setting’ of the lake, made all the more spectacular by its drastic contrast to the barren surroundings, is steeped in prehistory.


The lake was first discovered by westerners in 1888 when an Austrian explorer found human skulls and bones here and 80 years later was made famous by Richard Leakey’s discovery of fossil remains dating back three million years at his excavation at Koobi Fora. It is widely believed that this is where man first walked upright.


Today, visitors are attracted to the lake to see its population of 22,000 Nile crocodiles in addition to hippos, venomous snakes, Grevy’s and plains zebras, reticulated giraffes, camels and more than 40 different species of fish. There are also plentiful numbers of migrating waterfowl, including flocks of flamingos, to be seen.



[image: image missing]
Volcano on Lake Turkana.
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EASTERN AFRICA/KENYA


Masai Mara Game Reserve



WHY VISIT:
 The reserve is known for the diversity and high density of easily observable wildlife.
 
WHEN TO GO:
 From July to October you can witness the annual migration of wildlife coming from the Serengeti.

WORTH THE SPLURGE:
 Take a sunrise balloon ride for an unforgettable sight of the vast plains.

WHERE TO STAY:
 Various types of accommodation are available, ranging from stone lodges to luxury tented camps and private camps for small groups seeking a traditional safari experience.




A call comes over your guide’s walkie talkie, a crackling message that lions have been sighted and the jeep speeds off in a puff of dust in hot pursuit. It is just another hazy afternoon in the Masai Mara Game Reserve. As you approach the pride of lions basking lazily in the belting sun, you understand why this park with its abundance of wildlife, rolling plains and grasslands, was chosen as the location for making the film Out of Africa. The park is in the south-western corner of Kenya, close to the Tanzanian border and roughly 275 km (171 mi) from Nairobi. Opened in 1974, the Masai Mara National Reserve comprises 1,510 sq km (938 sq mi) of plains and woodlands and is Africa’s richest, and most visited, wildlife reserve.


‘The Mara’ is home to an incredibly rich and varied wildlife, and is renowned as the only reserve where you can view the ‘Big Five’ in a single morning’s game drive. From July to October you can also witness the amazing annual migration of more than 1.3 million wildebeest, zebras and gazelles from the Serengeti, quickly followed by lions, leopards, cheetahs and hyenas, together with the opportunistic vultures hovering above.


Hot-air ballooning is a favourite way to witness the majestic scenery and wildlife, particularly at sunrise. The experience of hovering above a seemingly endless parade of animals is an experience that will not quickly be forgotten. Afterwards, you can celebrate with a glass of champagne toasting your spectacular surroundings!


Traditional Masai villages, or manyattas, consisting of mud-covered straw huts are located in the north of the park. Here you may walk around, take photographs and talk to the hospitable locals, who are dressed in bright red and adorned with colourful beads and jewellery.




[image: image missing]
Giraffes, with their young, on the savanna, Masai Mara.
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EASTERN AFRICA/KENYA


The Rift Valley



WHAT IS IT:
 A natural geological phenomenon caused by the weakening of the earth’s crust followed by volcanic eruptions.
 
WHERE IS IT:
 West of Mount Kenya in the Kenyan highlands.

WHAT TO SEE:
 Volcanoes, hot springs and millions of birds!




Some 20 million years ago, the earth’s crust weakened and tore itself apart, causing a jagged rift, thousands of kilometres long across the African continent. The land on either side then erupted, creating great volcanic mountains, while the valley floor gradually sank into a low flat plain. This geologic phenomenon, called the Great Rift Valley by the Scottish explorer John Walter Gregory, divides Kenya down the length of the country, essentially separating east from west. Today’s Rift Valley is characterised by uninhabitable desert and fertile farmland, flat arid plains and steep escarpments.


In some places this natural divide is up to 100 km (60 mi) wide, and at its narrowest point, just north of Nairobi, a mere 45 km (28 mi) wide. The valley floor is at its lowest near Lake Turkana where there is virtually no distinction between the Great Rift and the surrounding desert. As it heads south, however, the valley walls form sheer cliffs rising up to 1,900 m (6,232 ft) at Lake Naivasha. From there the valley descends further to 580 m (1,902 ft) at the Tanzanian border.


The Rift Valley is currently home to 30 active and semi-active volcanoes and a countless number of hot springs. This string of lakes and boiling springs north-west of Nairobi includes Lake Baringo, Lake Bogoria, Lake Nakuru, Lake Elementaita, Lake Naivasha and Lake Magadi in the south. These lakes are unique for their water composition of highly concentrated sodium carbonate caused by the high alkalinity in the surrounding volcanic rocks coupled with poor drainage outlets because of the steep sides of the valley. The sodium carbonate content creates an ideal breeding ground for algae in which several species of fish, tilapia in particular, thrive. As a result, millions of birds flock to these soda lakes to feast on the abundant food supply.




[image: image missing]
Ravines in the Rift Valley.
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EASTERN AFRICA/KENYA


Lake Nakuru National Park



WHEN TO VISIT:
 Waterfowl numbers generally swell from October–April. Antelopes and hippos have young in March, lions in April/May.
 
WHERE IS IT:
 140 km (87 mi) north-west of Nairobi, next to Nakuru town in central Kenya.

HOW TO GET THERE:
 Take the main road, the A104 from Nairobi, to the entrance or fly to the Naishi airstrip.

AWE-INSPIRING:
 Tens of thousands of pink flamingoes – sometimes numbering over a million.

BEST PLACE FOR VIEWING:
 The best place to view the stunning array of birds is from Baboon Cliff.




Few words can accurately describe the awe-inspiring vision of a seemingly endless pink blanket of feathers laying at your feet. This is the astonishing beauty that greets you at Lake Nakuru National Park.


Designated a bird sanctuary in 1960 and established as a national park in June 1968, Lake Nakuru National Park was created for the protection of its huge flocks of greater and lesser flamingoes. Tens of thousands of these flamingoes descend upon the shores of this shallow alkaline lake, which is also known as a soda lake.


Located 157 km (98 mi) from Nairobi, at an elevation of 1,200– 1,800 m (4,000–6,000 ft) above sea level, the park covers 188 sq km (117 sq mi) of land and encompasses a range of superb habitats for wildlife – from the lake itself to, bush, grassland, steep bare ridges and woodland.


The park is an important site for both white and black rhinos, brought back from from the brink through a successful breeding effort after poaching had nearly destroyed the populations here. Around the lake zebras and Bohor’s reedbuck can be seen, while clawless otters and hippos can be found in the lake itself or on its shores and klipspringers and rock hyraxes live on the steep cliffs. Other wildlife highlights include grazing animals such as buffaloes, Rothschild’s giraffes, eland, impala, Chandler’s reedbuck and steinbok as well as the lions and leopards that prey on them.




[image: image missing]
Flamingoes feeding on Lake Nakuru.
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EASTERN AFRICA/KENYA


Tsavo National Park



JUST HOW BIG IS IT:
 The park is just over 21,000 sq km (10 million acres) – larger than Jamaica!
 
WHY SO POPULAR?:
 It boasts more than 60 major species of mammals and 1,000 plant species.

WHAT ELSE IS THERE:
 Lugard Falls, where white water rages through spectacular rock formations and the natural volcanic Mzima springs that produce 50 million gallons of fresh sparkling water daily.




After a very long, rough and bumpy bus ride, it is the endless expanse of dry grassland and the rich, dark red clay earth that makes the first impression on a traveller entering the Tsavo National Park.


The Park is divided into two areas – Tsavo East and Tsavo West – by the Nairobi–Mombasa highway. It is the largest game park in Kenya, and one of the largest in the world, and is the most popular destination in Africa for safaris.


Known for its high concentration of elephants and lions, Tsavo National Park offers a stunning assortment of animals able to survive in the unforgiving arid, volcanic landscape – including the famed ‘Big Five’.


From one hotel, formerly a sisal plantation, you can watch massive elephants through floor-to-ceiling glass windows as you dine by candlelight. It is like living in a wildlife programme as you witness these, and other animals, drink from an isolated pond within arms’ length. The views of the various animals caught in the dim torch-lit night as you watch them from your luxurious grass-covered hut, which is perched on stilts, are incredible.


Tsavo East is less visited and only the southern area of the park, below the Galana River, is open to visitors. Sightings of elephants are virtually guaranteed here except in the wetter months of May, June and November, when the larger animals disperse. Other animals that you are likely to encounter include hippos, lions and herds of zebras. Near Lugard’s Falls is the black rhino sanctuary, created to conserve the population, which had dwindled to a mere 50 animals because of poaching.


Tsavo West is smaller and offers what can be a more approachable experience, although it is still packed with a wide range of wildlife, including more than 70 species of mammals.


The 70-m (230-ft) wide river, created by Mzima Springs, affords excellent views of Nile crocodiles, as well as hippos, plains zebras and gazelles as they drink at its banks, while both blue and vervet monkeys can be heard in the surrounding fever trees.




[image: image missing]
Elephants gather round a waterhole in Tsavo National Park.
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EASTERN AFRICA/KENYA


Mount Kenya



WHY VISIT:
 Offering rare and endangered wildlife, pristine wilderness and peaks of great beauty, Mount Kenya attracts a multitude of mountain climbers.
 
WHEN TO GO:
 Large animals are in the high elevations during dry seasons Jan–Mar and July–Oct. High elevation birds go to lower elevations during the rains of Mar–June and Oct–Dec.

ALSO KNOWN AS:
 ‘Kere Nyaga’ or ‘Mountain of Brightness’ – it is believed to be the abode of the Supreme Being, Ngai.

TRIVIA:
 At 5,199 m (over 17,000 ft), it’s the second highest mountain peak in Africa.




Opened to visitors in 1949 and designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1997, Mount Kenya National Park offers one of the most impressive landscapes in all of East Africa.


There are 12 remnant glaciers on the mountain, all of which are receding rapidly, and four secondary peaks that sit at the head of the U-shaped glacial valley that is littered with wild flowers. With its rugged glacier-clad summits and forested middle slopes, Mount Kenya is simply spectacular to behold for nature lovers.


The park has incredible lakes, tarns, glaciers, peaks and natural mineral springs. At the lower levels are dry upland forests that give way with height to montane forest with cedar and podo, then thick bamboo forest, upper forests of smaller trees and high-altitude moss and finally high-altitude heath and shrubs followed by open moorland, where animals like elephants, buffaloes, zebras and eland have been sighted as high as 4,000m (13,123 ft). Other animals of the forests include bushbuck, black and white Colobus monkeys and Sykes monkeys, while lower down the slopes the wide variety of wildlife includes black rhinos, leopards, hyenas, genet cats, olive baboons, waterbucks, black-fronted duikers, bush pigs and giant forest hogs. Endangered animals here include bongos (a shy forest antelope), Mount Kenya Mole Shrew, Sunni buck and skinks.




[image: image missing]
Aerial view of Mount Kenya.
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EASTERN AFRICA/KENYA


Mount Elgon National Park



WHERE IS IT:
 470 km (292 mi) from Nairobi.
 
TRIVIA:
 Third highest mountain in East Africa.

WHAT TO SEE:
 Kitum Elephant Caves.

WHAT ELSE IS NEARBY:
 Kerio Valley National Reserve and the Saiwa Swamp National Park. 

ALSO KNOWN AS:
 ‘Kitum’ meaning ‘Place of the Ceremonies’.




Giving new meaning to the term ‘salt lick’, the Elephant Caves at Mount Elgon National Park provide these gentle giants with the vital mineral, and offer a once in a lifetime opportunity for wildlife-watchers to witness a rare, natural phenomenon.


Many herbivores experience what is known as ‘salt hunger’ because their diet doesn’t supply them with adequate nutrients and minerals, including sodium, so they are forced to seek out an alternative source. In many safari parks, the rangers provide salt licks for the animals and they make good spots to watch the vegetarian animals as they congregate around them. And as if this doesn’t offer enough of a spectacle, sometimes their predators follow quickly behind to have a feast of their own!


In Mount Elgon National Park, the elephants have found their own source of salt and most people come to view the single large herd of more than 100 individuals who, every night, venture in convoy into the vast caves within the volcanic underground of this ancient caldera to lick the natural salt-rich deposits caused by Elgon’s high rainfall leeching the soil from the rock. There are four caves: Kitum, Makingeni, Chepnyalil and Ngwarisha, all of which can be explored. Kitum is the largest, and extends 200 m (660 ft) into the depths of the mountain.


Spotted hyenas and other wildlife can be seen sheltering in the more remote caves, and leopards creep watchfully in the surrounding dense vegetation near their entrances, hoping to catch a meal.


Mount Elgon itself is best seen from the Endebess Bluff, where you can get a panoramic view of the many gorges, lakes, mesas, rivers and hot springs that lie in the shadow of the mountain peaks.



[image: image missing]
The elephant caves at Mount Elgon.
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EASTERN AFRICA/MADAGASCAR


Zuma Market



WHAT TO SEE:
 The Queen’s Palace and Royal Village, or Rova, a national monument, and the Tsimbazaza Zoological and Botanical Garden are worth a visit.
 
ALSO KNOWN AS:
 The capital, Antananarivo is often referred to as ‘Tana’.




Looking down on Analakely, you’ll see an ocean of hundreds of huge white umbrellas, under which vendors sell their wares. Anything you can think of can be found here. Bustling with people and filled with exotic scents, Zuma Market is an assault on the senses. Widely claimed to be the second largest market in the world, there is a flower section bursting with vivid colours and amazing fragrance, a section for handicrafts including an abundance of leather, woodcarvings, straw hats as worn by the locals, batik and other fabrics, and even semi-precious stones and beads – all strewn across mats on the ground, on tables, or on any other available surface. There are areas filled with fruits and vegetables, clothes, paintings, plants, tyres and housewares. A cacophony of sounds and even more
stimulation for your eyes, Zuma is part Indian Bazaar, part country fair and part circus.

Floating in the Indian Ocean off the coast of Mozambique, Madagascar is the fourth largest island in the world. The country, formerly a French colony, includes several smaller islands and has a central chain of high mountains, the Hauts Plateaux, that occupies more than half of the island.

Apart from Zuma Market, the Queen’s Palace and Royal Village, or Rova, which was formerly the Merina Dynasty residence, the Tsimbazaza Zoological and Botanical Garden are worth a visit. In the spectacular natural surroundings of this otherwise noisy and somewhat polluted city, exist fantastic wildlife viewing opportunities. Perinet, 140 km (90 mi) from the capital, is a nature reserve where you can see a multitude of the famed indri, or tail-less lemurs made popular by the cartoon, Madagascar.




[image: image missing]
Rice and beans for sale at Antananarivo’s Zuma or Friday market.
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EASTERN AFRICA/MALAWI


Livingstonia



WHEN TO GO:
 With the exception of the sultry lowlands in the south, the climate is relatively pleasant throughout the year. September to December is probably the best time to visit.
 
WHAT TO SEE:
 The mission settlement and the Stone House, formerly the home of the Laws family, is now a guest house and museum.

WHERE IS IT:
 Above Lake Malawi at 900 m (3,000 ft)




Livingstonia, a mission settlement established in 1894 by Robert Laws, a disciple of David Livingstone, is situated high above Lake Malawi, with stunning views across to Tanzania.

David Livingstone, the Scottish explorer, visited Lake Nyasa in 1859 and was shocked by the slave trade that he witnessed. He drew public attention to the situation when he returned to Europe and by 1873 two Presbyterian missionary society bases had been established in the region.

Missionary activity, the threat of Portuguese annexation and the influence of Cecil Rhodes led the UK to send a consul to the area in 1883 and to proclaim the Shire Highlands Protectorate in 1889. In 1891 the British Central African Protectorate (known from 1907 until 1964 as Nyasaland), which included most of present-day Malawi, was established.

During the 1890s, British forces ended the slave trade in the protectorate while other Europeans were busy exploiting African slave labour in their coffee-growing states. Following a minor revolt against British rule in 1915, other Africans became inspired to end foreign domination.

Stone House is where Robert Laws once lived and can now be rented overnight as a pleasant historical accommodation to enjoy. Also to see in Livingstonia, apart from the lovely scenery, is the church, built in 1894 in Scottish style. Here there are some lovely windows showing the arrival of David Livingstone at Lake Malawi. Also of interest is the large bell, erected in honour of Laws and his family as well as the stone cairn, in memory of where Dr Laws and his companions pitched their camp during their first night on the plateau. Nearby is the David Gordon Memorial Hospital, once the biggest hospitals in Central Africa.




[image: image missing]
Livingstonia beach.
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EASTERN AFRICA/MALAWI


Lake Malawi



WHAT IS IT KNOWN FOR:
 The richest variety of tropical fish of any freshwater lake in the world.
 
WHY IS IT IMPORTANT:
 A scenic lake, noted for its importance in the study of evolution.

HOW BIG IS IT:
 It’s 560 km (348 mi) long, 80 km (50 mi) wide and 700 m (2,297 ft) deep.

CLIMATE:
 Average annual temperature is 22.7 °C (73 °F). May–August is cool and dry and September–November is hot and dry. December–April is hot and humid.




Lake Malawi, in Lake Malawi National Park, is Africa’s third largest lake and the ninth largest lake in the world. A designated World Heritage Site, Lake Malawi is second only in importance to the history of evolutionary study to that of the finches of the Galapagos Islands. Lake Malawi hosts the richest variety of tropical fish of any freshwater lake in the world. Nearly 500 species of cichlids are unique to its waters, encompassing 30 percent of the entire group. Of particular interest is the brightly coloured ‘mbuna’ rock fish. There is a total of 28 other species endemic to the lake.

Dr David Livingstone claimed the honour of ‘discovering’ Lake Malawi, although he was most certainly not the first European to see its splendour. Livingstone described it as a ‘lake of stars’ because of its glittering surface.

This area of spectacular scenery, forming the western part of the Rift Valley, encompasses several offshore islands, the Nankumba Peninsula and Cape Maclear. Its wooded hills and rocky outcrops, rising sharply from crystal blue waters, are mirrored in the lake’s crystal clear azure waters.

There are no human settlements within the park’s boundaries, however the lakeshore is heavily populated. The locals are dependent on the fishing industry for their livelihood as farming is not possible due to the poor soil conditions.

The area’s various habitats include wooded hillsides, swamps, reed beds and lagoons, providing home to hippos, leopards, chacma baboons, vervet monkeys, bush pigs and the occasional elephant. The lake islands, especially Mumbo and Boadzulu, are important nesting areas for several thousand white-breasted cormorants. Reptiles include crocodiles and an abundance of water monitor lizards.



[image: image missing]
Intensive habitation around Money Bay.
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EASTERN AFRICA/MALAWI


Zomba



WHAT IS IT:
 A plateau forming an edge of the Great Rift Valley, overlooking the old colonial capital of Zomba. It is one of Malawi’s prettiest forest reserves.
 
WHAT IS THERE TO SEE:
 Queen’s View, named after Queen Elizabeth following her visit in 1957 is said to offer ‘the best view in the whole of the British Empire’.

WHEN TO VISIT:
 The weather is temperate all year.

YOU SHOULD KNOW:
 The state of the roads on the plateau is not good – the best way to see Zomba is by trekking.




The Zomba Plateau, forming the faulted edge of the Great Rift Valley and the Shire lowlands, is a magnificent massif largely forested with cypress, Mexican pine and Mulanje cedar. Its series of small waterfalls and rapids join to form the Mulunguzi.

This tranquil forest reserve, renowned for its temperate climate and natural splendour, is blanketed with wild flowers, ferns, thorn bushes and orchids. The summit is an impressive 1,800m (5,906ft) tower rising to over 2,080m (6,824ft) tall. The face of the southern edge, shadowing the colonial town of Zomba, is 750m (2,461ft) high.

Queen’s View, named after Queen Elizabeth following her visit in 1957, is said to offer ‘the best view in the whole of the British Empire’. Birds and butterflies hover above as you gaze towards the Mulanje Massif and the city of Blantyre. Emperor’s View, named after Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia, has equally awe-inspiring vistas.

Settled in the late 19th century as a temperate alternative to the hot and humid low-lying plains, the colonial town of Zomba also offers a rewarding experience. The market here is one of the most colourful in Malawi featuring an abundance of fresh fruits and vegetables set amidst tinsmiths, second-hand clothes stalls, witch doctors and everything you can imagine in between!



[image: image missing]
A typical village on the Zomba Plateau, Malawi.
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EASTERN AFRICA/MOZAMBIQUE


The Island of Mozambique



WHAT IS IT:
 An idyllic coral island paradise in the Indian Ocean.
 
WHAT IS THERE TO SEE:
 The oldest European building in the southern hemisphere.

HOW DO I GET THERE:
 Located 4 km (2.5 mi) off the coast of Mozambique, near Madagascar, daily flights leave from Maputo for Nampula. There is also regular boat service to the mainland – a great opportunity to ride on a traditional dhow!

WHEN TO VISIT:
 The island is temperate all year round. There are two rainy seasons (February–April, November–January). The weather in the mountains is mild with occasional frost and snow possible.

YOU SHOULD KNOW:
 Bikes can be rented from the tourist office.




First settled by Vasco da Gama in 1498, the idyllic coral paradise of the Island of Mozambique floats languorously in the Indian Ocean’s crystalline waters near Madagascar. A study in architectural contrast, the island’s port is resplendent in Arab, Indian and Portuguese influences, a reminder of its days as a major trading post on the sea route from Europe to the East Indies.

The town grew from the port outwards, with the land nearest the sea occupied by local business operations. Eventually, the town spread, and villagers built homogeneous limestone, wood-beamed homes on winding, tangled streets surrounding a central square. The faades of the structures include cornices, high rectangular framed windows and rows of pilasters for decoration, while their flat roofs served to collect the rainwater vital on an island with no fresh water springs.

The World Heritage Site, located in the north of Mozambique Island, includes a variety of attractions such as the Chapel of Nossa Senhora de Baluarte, considered the oldest European building in the southern hemisphere – dating back to 1522 – as well as the current Customs House, originally erected as a Portuguese fortress.

Enjoy a walk here as the languid breezes rustle your hair and the dappled sunshine caresses your shadow. In the 30 minutes or so it will take you to traverse this small island, you will be touched by the quaint, rustic feel of the place as well as the friendliness of the locals who will undoubtedly smile and tip their hat to you as you pass.



[image: image missing]
Makuti town at the south end of the island.
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EASTERN AFRICA


Rwanda – Parc National des Volcans



WHAT IS IT:
 The national park renowned for Dian Fossey’s study of its gorilla population.
 
WHAT IS THERE TO SEE:
 The home of nearly 400 rare mountain gorillas.

HOW DO I GET THERE:
 Ruhengeri is a 90-minute drive from Rwanda’s capital city, Kigali.

YOU SHOULD KNOW:
 If you intend to make a gorilla visit, you will need to organise transport from Ruhengeri town to the park boundaries, where you will continue your guided trip on foot. For the protection of the gorillas, access is limited to a handful of people a day, and strict rules about how to behave around them apply.

ALSO KNOWN AS:
 The ‘Land of a Thousand Hills’.




Known everywhere as the place where Dian Fossey, the eminent primatologist, spent years studying the habits and habitats of the rare mountain gorillas, the Parc National des Volcans is truly a must-see.

In the heart of Central Africa, on the steep, lush slopes of north-west Rwanda, the diverse ecosystems of the Congo basin meet the great rift valleys of the west, creating a rich biodiversity not found anywhere else on the continent.

As you trek through evergreen and bamboo forest and open grassland, at the foothills of the scenic Virungas mountains – encompassing six volcanoes – traversing rivers and streams that flow into the Nile, you walk up, up, up towards where the rainforest converges with the rest of this green, tropical paradise. It is here you will find yourself cloaked in the heart of the Parc National des Volcans – or Volcano National Park.

Nearly 4,572 m (15,000 ft) from the forest bed, this is the home to the rare mountain gorilla. As your guide leads you towards the gorillas, you will be surrounded by the sounds of bird calls – more than 670 species are found here – and the squawking and haunting noises of monkeys climbing above you, while getting an occasional peek of a buffalo or elephant. You will find yourself holding your breath as you walk silently on fallen leaves, hoping to catch an up-close glimpse of a silverback gorilla.

At three times the weight of an average grown man, these gentle giants are surprisingly tolerant of their human guests, so long as the latter follow the rules about maintaining their distance and keeping quiet. Meeting these beautiful creatures is certainly an experience that will not be forgotten!



[image: image missing]
Western Lowland gorilla.
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EASTERN AFRICA


Silhouette Island



WHAT IS IT:
 The third largest granite island in the Seychelles.
 
WHAT IS THERE TO SEE:
 Prehistoric vegetation and an idyllic island paradise with spectacular underwater delights and famous giant tortoises.

HOW DO I GET THERE:
 Only reachable by helicopter or sea, Silhouette Island is a 15-minute flight from the International Airport. Spectacular views of the Ste Anne Marine Park, Port Victoria and the west coast of Mahe can be enjoyed during your flight.

YOU SHOULD KNOW:
 They have a cast-iron neoclassical mausoleum here that is supposedly the most remarkable piece of eccentricity in all of the Seychelles islands!




Silhouette, the third largest granite island in the Seychelles, is an unspoilt oasis of calm and tranquility. The lush, circular island is covered in dense prehistoric rainforest. Accessible only by boat or helicopter and crossed only by unpaved tracks, this island remains virtually untouched by modern man.

The summit of Mount Dauban (740 m (2,428 ft)) looms above the idyllic, unexplored rainforest thick with rare hardwoods, incense trees and pitcher-plant orchids endemic to the shores of Silhouette.

The lack of development means that Silhouette has retained its expansive biodiversity and has become an important habitat for Indian Ocean conservationists to study. One of the amazing local draws is the giant tortoise, known to originate from only the Seychelles and the Galapagos Islands in the Pacific Ocean.

The Seychelles tortoise was almost completely eradicated by sailors who used to pillage the island’s resources, using the giant tortoises for food as they were able to survive aboard ships for up to six months without food and water. This activity lasted until 1840 when the last of the, by then endangered, animals was put in captivity. A handful of them were found in captivity in the 1990s, as were a few Arnold’s giant tortoise, which were also previously thought to be extinct. There are also currently 100,000 Aldabran giant tortoises on the island.

Today there is a large conservation drive to keep both Seychelles and Arnold’s giant tortoises in from extinction – the Seychelles Giant Tortoise Conservation Project. You can view these massive animals at the breeding farm near the old Dauban Coconut Plantation.

The lack of commercialisation makes the Seychelles a paradise for honeymooners – complete with secluded coves and magical scenery. A designated National Marine Park, the island is surrounded by vast, colourful coral reefs that shelter exotic fish of all shapes and sizes, making it appealing to snorkelling and scuba fans.

Other than relaxing on pristine beaches, enjoying the sunshine and exploring the rainforest and reefs – there is not much to do on Silhouette Island...heaven.




[image: image missing]
Tropical island beach on Silhouette Island.
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EASTERN AFRICA/TANZANIA


Bagamoyo



WHEN TO GO:
 During the dry season – June–October and January–February.
 
WHERE IS IT:
 50 km (31 mi) north of the capital, Dar es Salaam.

ALSO KNOWN AS:
 Bagamoyo means ‘lay down your heart’ in Swahili.

WHAT IT’S KNOWN FOR:
 The town itself has pristine beaches and a pleasant downtown area. The surrounding areas have ruins, a mission and it is worth your while to take a trip in a dhow down the Ruvu River Delta where you will hopefully spot some hippos and other wildlife.

HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE:
 Bagamoyo is the oldest town in Tanzania and it once served as a large port for the sale and trading of slaves.




Designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site, Bagamoyo is the oldest town in Tanzania and one of the most attractive, combining natural beauty with a significant, although sometimes grim, historical heritage.

The palm-studded, white sandy beaches of the area, with the crystalline blue waters of the Indian Ocean lapping on the shore, make for a relaxed atmosphere in Bagamoyo. Looking out towards the clear blue sea, it is difficult to tell which century you are in as the traditional hand-built wooden dhows continue to ply the waters. The local fisherman sail in these Arabian-designed craft with their billowing triangular sails aloft, vying for space on the waves among the many dugout canoes. Women wade through the surf with impossibly large piles of laundry or fresh produce carried securely in baskets on their heads.

Once a busy port and the major slave trading post in East Africa, Bagamoyo, meaning ‘lay down your heart’ in Swahili, was the last place slaves stayed in Tanzania before being transported to other countries – largely heading on to Zanzibar or Arab nations. Although the slave trade officially ended here in 1873, slaves continued to be sold and traded through to the end of the nineteenth century. It was not uncommon to see multitudes of them, shackled at the neck, converged on the docks awaiting their fate. At the time, Livingstone calculated that for every slave who reached the coast, ten did not.

Relatively untouched by time, the town of Bagamoyo largely comprises stone architecture that has been influenced by its Arab and Indian traders, the German colonial government and Christian missionaries who settled here. One of the main features of the buildings is the elaborately carved wooden doors. Outside of the town, you will gradually encounter more traditionally African houses with fences made of palm fronds.

Historically significant sites include the nearby thirteenth-century Islamic Kaole Ruins, built of coral and comprising two mosques and several tombs.

In the 1800s, Christian missionaries established a ‘Freedom Village’ here to protect freed slaves and the Roman Catholic Mission is also worth a visit; it is the oldest Roman Catholic Church in East and Central Africa, built in 1868. In 1874, Dr Livingstone’s body was kept here before its return to England for burial.

Bagamoyo is also home to the most famous art college in Tanzania, Chuo cha Sanaa. Students from all over the world come here to learn traditional Tanzanian drumming, sculpture, carving and painting. While you are here you can arrange to take a class or hear an African drumming performance at the college.




[image: image missing]
Local fisherman on Bagamoyo beach.
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EASTERN AFRICA/TANZANIA


Mount Kilimanjaro



WHERE IS IT:
 Kilimanjaro is roughly 225 km (140 mi) south of Nairobi and roughly 160 km (100 mi) east of the East African Rift Valley. The mountain can be climbed year round, but the most popular time is around December–January. April, May and November should be avoided because of heavy rainfall.
 
WHAT IS IT:
 The highest mountain in Africa elevation 5,895 m (19,340 ft). The mountain extends for approximately 80 km (50 mi) east to west and contains three cones.

WHY SHOULD I GO THERE:
 The majestic dormant volcano of Mount Kilamanjaro affords lovely views and is a draw for trekkers and mountain climbers.




Located in Mount Kilamanjaro National Park in the north-east of Tanzania, the famed Mount Kilamanjaro, Africa’s highest peak, is a dormant volcano. It contains three cones: Kibo, Mawensi and Shira. Kibo is the highest and youngest peak, linked to Mawensi by an 11-km (7-mi) expanse at roughly 4,600 m (15,000 feet). Mawensi, the oldest cone, believed to have been the core of a former summit, is 5,400 m (17,564 feet) high. Shira rises to 3,800 m (12,395 feet).

Although Mount Kilamanjaro is only three degrees south of the equator, its high altitude keeps the Kibo crater capped with snow throughout the year.

The strenuous climb up the mountain is a very rewarding experience, and is a must for those seeking adventure. Experienced guides, accompanied by porters, lead visitors to the top of the mountain via various routes, passing through a variety of vegetation – forests, alpine vegetation, semi-desert, and moorland – before reaching the icy top. Visitors can arrange such tours from Moshi or Arusha and the climbs can take anywhere from 5–8 days. The highlight is reaching the summit to view the vast expanse of Kenya and Tanzania below you at sunrise.




[image: image missing]
Peak of Mount Kilimanjaro.
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EASTERN AFRICA/TANZANIA


Zanzibar



WHAT IS IT:
 An island 35 km (22 mi) off the coast of Tanzania in the Indian Ocean.
 
HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE:
 It was once the commercial centre of East Africa and the last place to abolish the slave trade.

ALSO KNOWN AS:
 ‘the Spice Island’

WHERE IS IT:
 40 km (25 mi) north-east of Tanzania in the Indian Ocean.




A low-lying coral island, possibly part of the African continent at one time, Zanzibar is a jewel rising proudly out of the azure waters of the Indian Ocean. The island lures tourists with its coconut palms swaying in tropical breezes, its gently undulating hills still covered in some places with native forest and its stunning white sandy beaches. Another lure for visitors is the abundance of coral reefs surrounding the island. Dense with many types of marine life as well as different types of coral formations, Zanzibar is a scuba diver and snorkeller’s dream.

The island also hosts abundant wildlife. Two kinds of turtles nest on Zanzibar, the green turtle and the hawksbill turtle can both be found dragging themselves ashore to lay their eggs, particularly near the lighthouse at Ras Ngunwi.

Humpback whales, migrating through the channel in spring and then again in September, can also sometimes be seen off the coast. Long- snouted spinner and bottlenose dolphins are also favourites in these waters. Monitored swimming with the dolphins is a major tourist attraction.

Red colobus and blue monkeys can be found in Jozani Park, the largest area of mature native forest remaining on the island following years of deforestation. The park offers a refuge for many types of other types of mammals as well including red-bellied and sun squirrels and about 200 species of birds.

Fishing plays an important role in the local economy, in conjunction with tourism. Residents continue to grow coconuts and cacao for export, and together with the people of the nearby Pemba Island, produce most of the world’s clove supply. Visiting the spice plantations or haggling for carvings in the Central Market is great fun.

The island’s history is one of foreign occupation, intensive commerce, and slavery. The earliest known inhabitants on the island were Bantu-speaking Africans – the Hadimu and the Tumbatu. Local legend says that in the 10th century the yearly monsoon trade winds carried Persian sailors to Zanzibar along their Indian Ocean trading routes. Because they needed the monsoon winds to return home, they found themselves stranded on the island for months at a time and eventually decided to build permanent settlements.

Over the centuries different cultures have blended together to create the Zanzibar of today. Here, Africa meets Persia, Arabia, India and China with some Portuguese, Dutch and British thrown in just to confuse the outcome. Shirazi Persians and the Omani Arabs, settled and ruled the Sultanate which explains the Arab-dominated influences that endure today.

Indian influence can be seen in the ornamental fretwork balconies and coloured glasswork, and Gujerati traders selling anything from coriander to curios. The British left some solid imperial buildings that stand ‘aloof’ in the more select parts of town, and some ex-pats who couldn’t bear to leave. It may not have a particularly romantic name, but Stone Town is the old city and cultural heart of Zanzibar, little changed in the last 200 years. It is a place of winding alleys, bustling bazaars, mosques and grand Arab houses whose original owners
vied with each other over the extravagance of their dwellings. This one-upmanship is particularly reflected in the brass-studded, carved, wooden doors – there are more than 500 different examples of this handiwork.




[image: image missing]
Zanzibar town waterfront at sunset.
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EASTERN AFRICA/tanzania


Serengeti National Park



WHAT IS IT:
 A National Park and wildlife refuge in Northern Tanzania.
 
HOW BIG IS IT:
 The park comprises 14,763 sq km (5,700 sq mi) of rolling plains.

ALSO KNOWN AS:
 Serengeti means ‘endless plains’ in Masai.

WHAT IS IT KNOWN FOR:
 The annual migration of wildebeest and zebra.

WORTH A SPLURGE:
 This is the only park in Tanzania where you can take a hot air balloon ride over the plains – If you do not treat yourself to this, you’ll always wish that you had.




Serengeti National Park, established in 1951 as a wildlife refuge, occupies a vast expanse of land in Northern Tanzania. Serengeti means ‘endless plains’ in the Masai language. It is an appropriate description, as the park, the largest in Tanzania, rests on a high plateau with elevations ranging from 914-1,829 m (3,000–6,000 ft).

Roughly the size of Northern Ireland, and considered to be the last great wildlife sanctuary, it comprises 14,763 sq km (5,700 sq mi) of rolling plains covered in savanna grasses. Home to more than 35 types of mammals including lion, cheetah, leopard, elephant, giraffe, hyena, hippopotamus, buffalo, rhino, baboon and antelope, as well as over 500 species of birds, the Serengeti is home to many plains animals that cannot be found anywhere else in the world. Its sparse vegetation allows for some of the best game viewing in Africa and it draws masses of visitors from across the globe.

The annual 800-km (497-mi) migration of wildebeest and zebras, driven by their search for food and water in the dry season around May, is one of the main attractions of the park. The unforgettable sight of a horde of one to two million of these animals stomping across the plains in organised chaos towards the western corridor is a spectacle not to be missed. The return pilgrimage generally takes place around December, depending on conditions.



[image: image missing]
Prairies of the Serengeti National Park.
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EASTERN AFRICA/TANZANIA


Ngorongoro Conservation Area



WHEN TO VISIT:
 Ngorongoro is accessible all year round, though during the rainy seasons (April, May and November) the tracks can be muddy. 
 
ALSO KNOWN AS:
 ‘The Eighth Wonder of the World’.

WHAT IS IT KNOWN FOR:
 The 16-km (10-mi) diameter volcanic caldera is the land of the Masai, their cattle, and wildlife and it is the only place in Tanzania where you can consistently view black rhinos.

WHERE TO STAY:
 A number of lodges and camps on the crater rim are well placed to provide fantastic views of the crater floor.

HOW BEST TO VIEW IT:
 Tourists can observe wildlife from their vehicles (4x4s recommended) or go on guided walking safaris.




Nestled between Serengeti National Park and Lake Manyara National Park, lies the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, often called ‘The Eighth Wonder of the World’ for its stunning beauty and fabulous wildlife viewing.

It is believed that millions of years ago Ngorongoro was roughly the same size as Mount Kilimanjaro. However, when the volcanic activity subsided, it collapsed, forming the crater – the world’s largest unbroken caldera. The crater is 610 m (2,001 ft) deep and covers an area of 260 sq km (162 sq mi).

The park’s diverse ecosystem includes active volcanoes, mountains, rolling plains, forests, lake dunes and the Olduvai Gorge. The area supports more than 550 species of birds and 115 species of mammals including elephants, cape buffalo, zebra, wildebeest and hippo. It is the only place in Tanzania where you can more or less be guaranteed a sighting of the indigenous black rhino, but you will not find giraffes as the tree-level food is sparse.

Another highlight of the park is the abundance of flamingoes of Lake Magadi on the crater’s floor. The spectacle of a bubble-gum coloured cloud of these magnificent birds against an
emerald green backdrop is unforgettable! 

The otherworldly scene is punctuated by the sight of Masai tribesmen in their traditional attire, herding cattle, sheep and goats.

In the northern, and more remote, part of the conservation area are the Olmoti and Empakaai craters, Lake Natron and Oldoinyo Lengai, or the Mountain of God as the Masai call it. East Africa’s flamingoes breed at Lake Natron. On the eastern side of Empakaai are the Engakura ruins, which feature a terraced stone city and a complex irrigation system. The stone buildings are rare because the concept is unusual in this part of Africa.



[image: image missing]
Lake in Ngorongoro Crater.
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EASTERN AFRICA/TANZANIA


Olduvai Gorge



ALSO KNOWN AS:
 Oldupai or ‘The Cradle of Mankind’.
 
WHERE IS IT:
 Between the Ngorongoro Crater and the Serengeti.

HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE:
 Where Dr Mary Leakey found the fossil fragments of a distant human relative dating back 1.8 million years and the Laetoli footprints, proving that our ancestors walked upright 3.8 million years ago.




The home of the famous discoveries by Mary and Louis Leakey, Olduvai, or Oldupai, is the site where the fossil fragments of ‘Nutcracker Man’ or Australopithecus boisei, a 1.8 million-year-old fossil hominid, was discovered and is a must see for archaeologist and anthropologist junkies.

In 1976 Dr Mary Leakey invited Peter Jones to work with her at Olduvai. He helped assess the possible uses of the various stone tools and eventually uncovered the famous Laetoli footprints, which proved that our ancestors walked upright as long as 3.8 million years ago.
The Olduvai Gorge contains a significant number of archaeological sites with fossils, settlement remains and stone artefacts. Many of these can be seen in the museum.

Olduvai Gorge is situated in the short grass plains, 20 km (12 mi), or an hour west of Ngorongoro Crater by car, in the Ngorongoro Conservation Area. In addition to the fossils, there are three species of birds that cannot be seen elsewhere in the surrounding areas: the red-cheeked cordon-bleu, the purple grenadier and the red-and-yellow barbet.

Olduvai is definitely worth adding to your itinerary for a day trip en route to either Serengeti National Park or the Ngorongoro Conservation Area.



[image: image missing]
Olduvai Gorge is built of lava strata and is rich in fossils.
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EASTERN AFRICA/TANZANIA


Lake Manyara



WHEN TO GO:
 From June to October during the dry season is the most pleasant although wildlife congregates all year round.
 
WHERE IS IT:
 130 km (81 mi) from Arusha.

HOW BIG IS IT:
 40 km (25 mi) long and 13 km (8 mi) wide.

WHAT IS THERE TO SEE:
 Massive flocks of flamingoes and lions sleeping in trees.




The lush, tropical oasis of Lake Manyara National Park, located at the foot of the Rift Valley, makes an excellent diversion on your visit to the Ngorongoro Crater and the Serengeti. Its shallow, alkaline waters are home to a variety of wildlife including the huge flocks of flamingoes, lured by the crustaceans and algae that thrive in the high salt content.

The park, rich in acacia trees, attracts a number of giraffes, baboons, vervet and blue monkeys and there is also a healthy elephant population, although poaching means that the numbers are far below those when Ian Douglas-Hamilton camped here in the 1970s, conducting extensive studies of these beasts which he subsequently published in his classic book Among the Elephants.

While you are here, you can watch the 350 species of birds that reside here, as well as a variety of mammals including gazelles, impalas, buffaloes, wildebeest, hyenas, hippos and the famous tree- climbing lions.

The best place for viewing lions and elephants, as well as many of the other larger mammals is the Ndala River area. There are two hot springs, Maji Moto Ndogo and Maji Moto, that have large numbers of flamingo if the river waters are low.

Nearby Mto-wa-Mbu is a colourful village where you can buy merchandise, such as kangas, the traditional sarongs worn by Swahili women, tribal brass bracelets and Masai jewellery, from the local townspeople, as well as a large selection of fresh fruit and vegetable.



[image: image missing]
Hippo with young in Lake Manyara.
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EASTERN AFRICA/TANZANIA


Rwenzori Mountains National Park



WHEN TO GO:
 July and August, December to February for hiking in the dry season, although Alpine birds move to the lower elevations during the wetter months.
 
WHAT TO SEE:
 Luscious forest filled with a variety of trees, flowers, birds and small mammals.

WHERE IS IT:
 25 km (16 mi) from Kasese.

ALSO KNOWN AS:
 ‘Rain maker’

WHAT IS THERE TO DO:
 Mountaineers and trekkers of all abilities will enjoy a visit to the park.




Lying in the forested slopes of the Mubuku Valley, The Rwenzori National Park is an exotic paradise. Home to the third largest mountain in Africa, Mount Stanley (5,109 m (16,762 ft)), which was named after the first foreign explorer to lay eyes on it during an 1887 expedition, Rwenzori is known for its lush Afro Alpine vegetation and the plants and animals that thrive within it.

Although as part of the East African Rift Valley system, unlike other high mountains such as Kilimanjaro and Mount Kenya, those here are not volcanic. The landscape here is a dense canopy of varying shades of green, and its textures make it resemble an enormous, leafy quilt. Symphonia trees, with their silver trunks and scarlet blooms, and podocarpus trees, with their fragrant evergreen scents, lend a soft, fresh, crispness to the air. Below these, adding to the tropical aromas, lie giant tree ferns, wild ginger, hisbiscus, begonias, balsams and aram lilies.

The giant lobelias and groundsels shade the pink and green giant earthworms, some of which can reach 45 cm (18 in) in length. The varied bird life, including the conspicuous regal, purple-breasted sunbirds, handsome francolins, olive pigeons and Rwenzori turacos creates a delicious cacophony from above.

Visitors can also view animals like chimpanzees, black and white colobus monkeys, blue monkeys, elephants, bushbuck, giant forest hogs, hyraxes and leopards. You will not regret taking a trip to this African paradise.
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A Senecio forest flourishes right up to the glaciers at 15,500 feet.
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EASTERN AFRICA/UGANDA


Murchison Falls National Park



WHAT IS IT:
 Uganda’s largest National Park.
 
HOW BIG IS IT:
 The park is 3,840 sq km (2,386 sq mi).

WHERE IS IT:
 97 km (60 mi) north of Masindi, 354 km (220 mi) north of Kampala.
 
WHAT IS THERE TO SEE:
  The 40-m (131-ft) cascade of Murchison Falls is the highlight.

WORTH A SPLURGE:
 Take a boat trip at the base of the roaring falls among the massive hippo population.




Murchison Falls National Park, Uganda’s largest, is bisected by the River Nile. Animals such as buffaloes, antelopea, Rothschild’s giraffes and elephants lurk by the rivers of the north-western savannas of the park, while the dense rainforests in the south-west host large groups of chimpanzees, vervet monkeys and olive baboons as well as red-tailed and patas monkeys.

The Buligi Circuit, the peninsula between the Victoria and Albert Niles, is stunningly beautiful and contains the highest concentration of wildlife including the tiny malachite kingfisher, carmine bee-eater, African fisheagle, saddlebill stork and the wahlheaded, or shoebill, Stork.

Take an afternoon and trek through the grassland, woodland and papyrus swamps, catching glimpses of the buffaloes, with their sentinel cattle egrets, grazing among Borassus palms north of the Victoria Nile.

Undoubtedly the highlight of the park is the roaring Murchison Falls, best enjoyed by boat. Here the Nile falls vertically 40 m (131 ft) through a 7-m (23-ft) gap crashing into the river below. From your river cruise you can watch, and listen to, hundreds of hippos wallowing along the shores, keeping the many Nile crocodiles company. If you perfer, the falls can be enjoyed from a path leading from above the falls to where the water crashes below.

Below the southern bank of the falls, thousands of bats can be seen roosting on the aptly named ‘Bat Cliffs’, swarming like large ravens at feeding time in the late evening. Giant kingfishers perch on low branches alongside Pel’s fishing owls and pennant-winged nightjars fly among herds of Uganda kobs and Jackson’s hartebeests.

Murchison Falls is certainly an adventure not to be missed.
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Murchison Falls.
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EASTERN AFRICA/ZAMBIA


Victoria Falls



WHAT ARE THEY:
 Victoria Falls are a spectacular natural phenomenon.
 
WHERE ARE THEY:
 On the Zambezi River, bordering Zambia and Zimbabwe, 18 km (11 mi) south of Livingstone.

ALSO KNOWN AS:
 ‘Mosi-oa-Tunya’ – ‘the Smoke that Thunders’ or ‘the greatest known curtain of falling water’

WORTH A SPLURGE:
 Take a flight above these magnificent, thundering waterfalls in a biplane or helicopter, or whitewater raft them if you dare!

WHAT ELSE IS THERE TO DO:
 The ‘Adventure Centre’ of South Africa: various adrenaline sports are offered in the area.




Described by the Kololo tribe living in the area in the 1800s as ‘Mosi- oa-Tunya’ – ‘the Smoke that Thunders’ or ‘the greatest known curtain of falling water’, the vast columns of spray emanating from the majestic Victoria Falls can be seen from over 64 km (40 mi) away as they plummet over a vertical drop of 100 m (330 ft) into a deep gorge below. In the height of the rainy season, over 546 million m2 (2.5 million gallons) of water explodes through the nearly two km- (1.5 mi-) wide basalt fissure every minute, transforming the Zambezi from a tranquil, placid river into a tumultuous current of roaring water.


Dr David Livingstone, the first European known to witness Victoria Falls, named this natural phenomenon in honour of his queen. Facing the falls, a twin sheer wall of basalt, about the same height, is capped by mist-soaked rainforest that has a path along its edge providing unparalleled views to the brave visitor who is not afraid to get soaked to the bone by the tremendous smoke-like cloud of spray.
 

Another vantage point for viewing the Eastern Cataract, Main Falls and the Boiling Pot, where the river turns and heads down the Batoka Gorge, is across the Knife-Edge Bridge. The Victoria Falls Bridge, commissioned by Cecil Rhodes in 1900, and the Lookout Tree also command panoramic views across the Main Falls and down the gorge, allowing you to get a true appreciation of the scope of the falls’ thundering magnificence. The combination of the sea-green river below, the shiny black rock face and the lush emerald green foliage, make the 360-degree perspective from here truly awe-inspiring.


To appreciate fully the incredible size of the falls, and the awesome power of the water as it carves into the deep gorges for 8 km (5 mi), one must see it from the air, or if you dare, from a whitewater raft. Pilots fly along the upper Zambezi and down into the gorge – making for an exhilarating and unforgettable experience.



[image: image missing]
Lone hiker on cliff above Victoria Falls.
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EASTERN AFRICA/ZAMBIA


Luangwa



WHAT IS IT:
 A national park at the western end of the Great Rift Valley in Zambia.
 
WHEN TO GO:
 The park is open all year round, but between January and February, the Luangwa River floods and turns the area into a rich, productive, beautiful ecosystem.

HOW TO GET HERE:
 Fly into Lusaka Airport then take a flight to the Mfuwe airfield on the outskirts of the park. Only 4x4 vehicles are recommended for travelling throughout the park.

WHAT TO KNOW:
 Malaria and the tsetse fly pose hazards to visitors here.




The Luangwa Valley, at the western end of the Great Rift Valley opposite Lake Malawi, encompasses one of Africa’s prime wildlife sanctuaries. Offering high concentrations and varieties of wildlife, the Luangwa National Park is framed by the Muchinga Mountain range where the Valley floor lies 1,000 m (3,281 ft) beneath the surrounding plateau, bisected by the Luangwa River.

The Luangwa River is fed by sandy rivers carving through the valley floor, their outer edges eroding when flood waters rise. The resulting silt deposits eventually cause the river to change course, forming ‘ox bow’ lagoons, an important ecological feaure of this area of Zambia.

Flanking the river’s western banks are the North and South Luangwa National Parks, separated by the 30-km (19-mi) Munyamadzi corridor. To the east, between the two main parks, is another small and as yet undeveloped park called Luambe. Farther east, on the rocky uplands beyond the flood plain, the Lukusuzi National Park is soon to be developed.

The Luangwa National Parks encompass the scenery that Africa is famous for. Their rugged beauty is made up of grass plains and woodlands dotted with thorn trees, with the vegetation growing more densely the closer it gets to the river banks. Because of the vast number of streams and tributaries, the many-hued green forest beckons animals year round.

Game watching here is impressive with animals like the rare black rhino, buffaloes, lions, leopards, spotted hyenas, roan antelopes and hartebeest. There is also a rich variety of birds.

The area has suffered from poaching and hunting with subsequent bans and the numbers of hippos and rhinos have been difficult to maintain. Today there is a swell in the population of hippos along the Luangwa River, which is great as a tourist spectacle, but hard on the environment. Elephant populations have also seen a resurgence. Unfortunately, the rhinos have not fared so well, and today they are absent from the area despite the efforts of the privately funded ‘Save the Rhino Trust’. Regardless of this calamity, the park’s spectacular scenery and abundant wildlife make it a required listing for this book of ‘musts’.
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African Cape Buffalo.
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EASTERN AFRICA/ZIMBABWE


Great Zimbabwe Ruins



WHAT IS IT:
 The largest archeological ruins in Africa south of the Great Pyramids in Egypt.
 
HOW TO GET HERE:
 30 km (19 mi) beyond the south- eastern town of Masvingo.

YOU SHOULD KNOW:
 The ruins, although extremely impressive in their own rights, mostly consist of crumbling rock and meandering pathways.




Portuguese traders were the first to encounter the vast stone ruins of Great Zimbabwe in the sixteenth century. Because of the scope and beauty of the ruins, they thought they had discovered the fabled capital of the Queen of Sheba. This was just the beginning of the myths, legends and folk lore to surround these massive structures, the largest in sub-Saharan Africa. Because of their sophistication, their origin was at first thought to be the work of Egyptians or Phoenicians. Eventually it was confirmed that they were created by Africans, proving that ancient African civilisations were much more advanced than previously thought by scholars.

The ruins, a UNESCO World Heritage
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EASTERN AFRICA/ZIMBABWE


Matobo National Park



 
















[image: image missing]


[image: flickr] See more images on Flickr





      


















NORTHERN AFRICA/ALGERIA


Grand Erg Occidental Desert
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NORTHERN AFRICA/ALGERIA


El Golea
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NORTHERN AFRICA/ALGERIA


Tassili N’Ajjer
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NORTHERN AFRICA/ALGERIA


Djemila
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NORTHERN AFRICA/ALGERIA


Hoggar
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NORTHERN AFRICA/EGYPT


Aswan
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NORTHERN AFRICA/EGYPT


The Valley of the Kings at Luxor
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NORTHERN AFRICA/EGYPT


The Temple of Karnak at Luxor
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NORTHERN AFRICA/EGYPT


The Pyramids of Giza and the Sphinx



 















[image: image missing]


[image: flickr] See more images on Flickr
























NORTHERN AFRICA/EGYPT


Mount Sinai
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NORTHERN AFRICA/EGYPT


White Desert
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NORTHERN AFRICA/EGYPT


Siwa Oasis
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NORTHERN AFRICA/EGYPT


Temple of Edfu
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NORTHERN AFRICA/LIBYA


Cyrene
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NORTHERN AFRICA/LIBYA


Leptis Magna
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NORTHERN AFRICA/MOROCCO


Fès – Fez el Bali
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NORTHERN AFRICA/MOROCCO


Tangier
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NORTHERN AFRICA/MOROCCO


Marrakesh
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NORTHERN AFRICA/MOROCCO


Tafraoute



 















[image: image missing]


[image: flickr] See more images on Flickr















NORTHERN AFRICA/MOROCCO


Sidi Ifni
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NORTHERN AFRICA/MOROCCO


Chefchaouen
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NORTHERN AFRICA/MOROCCO


Taroudant
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NORTHERN AFRICA/MOROCCO


Ait-Ben-Haddou



 














[image: image missing]


[image: flickr] See more images on Flickr



















NORTHERN AFRICA/MOROCCO


Lixus
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NORTHERN AFRICA/MOROCCO


Volubilis
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NORTHERN AFRICA/SUDAN


The Sudd
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NORTHERN AFRICA/TUNISIA


Tunis
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NORTHERN AFRICA/TUNISIA


El Djem
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NORTHERN AFRICA/TUNISIA


Dougga
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NORTHERN AFRICA/TUNISIA


Jerba Island
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NORTHERN AFRICA/TUNISIA


Kairouan
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NORTHERN AFRICA/TUNISIA


Matmata
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NORTHERN AFRICA/TUNISIA


The lagoon at Dakhla
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NORTHERN AFRICA/BOTSWANA


The Okavango Delta
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SOUTHERN AFRICA/NAMIBIA


The Skeleton Coast
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SOUTHERN AFRICA/NAMIBIA


Cape Cross Seal Reserve
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SOUTHERN AFRICA/NAMIBIA


Spitzkoppe
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SOUTHERN AFRICA/NAMIBIA


Namib Desert
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SOUTHERN AFRICA/SOUTH AFRICA


The Drakensberg Mountains
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SOUTHERN AFRICA/SOUTH AFRICA


The Blyde River Canyon
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SOUTHERN AFRICA/SOUTH AFRICA


Cape Point
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SOUTHERN AFRICA/SOUTH AFRICA


Table Mountain



 












[image: image missing]


[image: flickr] See more images on Flickr











      










WESTERN AFRICA/GAMBIA


Juffureh
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WESTERN AFRICA/MALI


Bandiagara Plateau
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WESTERN AFRICA/MALI


Djenne
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WESTERN AFRICA/MALI


Niger Delta
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WESTERN AFRICA/SENEGAL


Saint-Louis
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WESTERN AFRICA/SENEGAL


Isle of Gorée
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