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Sharp-eyed Rabson Banda spots a monitor lizard. He
is a guide at Zebra Plains Camp. STEVE HAGGERTY / MCT
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Walking
with wildlife
in Zambia

By Anne Z. Cooke

McCLATCHY-TRIBUNE NEWS SERVICE
FUWE, Zambia — We're nodding off
in our tent, pitched under a tree,
when the crunching and gnashing be-

It’s the hippos again, a half-dozen massive
beasts climbing up from the Luangwa River
for their nightly feed. During September, a
hot, dry month here at Zebra Plains Camp,
in northeast Zambia, the tree’s foot-long
fruit hang low, an irresistible meal for din-
ers with gaping jaws and fist-size grinders.

Silence falls as the hippos lumber away.

For a moment we doze — well wined and

See ZAMBIA on N4
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Top 10 List

Planning your winter
vacation? The editors of
National Geographic have
chosen their list of the best
winter trips, and the
destinations span the globe.

1. Harbin Ice Festival, China
2. Mesoamerican Reef, Belize
3. Western Taiwan by train

4. Ruaha National Park,
Tanzania

5. Cayman lIslands
6. Salvador, Bahia, Brazil

7. Chena River State
Recreation Area, Alaska

8. Salzburg, Austria

9. Yellowstone National Park,
Montana

10. Toronto

Question: About 90 percent
of the world’s ice can be
found on which continent?

— Chicago Tribune
(Answer below)

Gadget Guru
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Eagle Creek is kind of the
Superman of luggage,
capable of converting from
one kind of travel bag to
another — minus the phone
booth. The newest
innovation is the versatile
Flip Switch :
Wheeled =N
Backpack 22, | B
great when ;
you're on a -
roll or )
hoisting the bag up and
down steps. The roomy
carry-on-size bag’s backpack
straps and hip belt can be
folded into an external
zippered pocket when not
needed. Or, to free up that
pocket and lighten the load,
the straps can be detached
and stowed elsewhere. The
front-panel suspension
system helps with weight
distribution. Considering that
this bag has solid wheels,
sturdy rubber bumper
guards, a telescoping pull
handle, a slew of external
and internal pockets, big
lockable double zippers, and
generously padded
backpack straps and
sternum belt, the 6.5-pound
weight seems like a miracle.

Eagle Creek Flip-Switch
Wheeled Backpack 22
(EC-20394) in black, slate blue,
or ochre is $275 at
shop.eaglecreek.com;
888-824-9460.

Web Buzz
An info locker

Can a trip planner work
overtime as a travel journal
and protect confidential
documents too? Maybe.
Name: Tripini
Available for: iPhone, iPad,
iPod Touch, and Android
What it does: This app
keeps all of your pertinent
travel information —
medical, passport, visa,
flight, hotel, car rental
information, photos, and
more — locked in a
password-protected area on
your Apple or Android
device.
Cost: Free, for an
introductory period.
What’s hot: The password
system worked for me, and |
would feel safe leaving my
information on the app. |
hesitated only when | came
to filling out my debit and
credit card info. But it’s all
optional. | also liked the
breadcrumbs that show your
route.
What’s not: | was excited
about the journal aspect,
but | couldn’t find it.
Perhaps they meant not a
journal you could write in
but, rather, a journal of your
info. Even more frustrating
was that | couldn’t access all
of Tripini's features.
Worth it: It's a great way to
store pertinent info if you
have only one device and
are not in the habit of using
Triplt. But if you bounce
between an iPad and an
iPhone, for example, you
have to enter your
information on each device.
— Jen Leo,
Los Angeles Times

Geo Quiz Answer:
Antarctica. The land area is
more than 5 million square
miles, fifth-largest of the
seven continents.

Along the Chibembe River, it's single file for safety, led by a guard, loaded rifle at the ready. steve HAGGERTY / MCT

A walking safar1 in Zambia

ZAMBIA from N1

dined after a long day tramping
through the bush, tracking wild
game. Then the bushes rustle
and the elephants arrive, tread-
ing gently to avoid our plastic
ground cloth and canvas patio
chairs. Amazed at how quietly
those huge feet step, we peer
out through our screened win-
dows, spotting a shifting shad-
ow reaching for the top branch-
es.

I fall asleep wondering who
decided to pitch the tent under
a sausage tree. Intentional, per-
haps, or a prank, to give the
dudes a thrill? But Garth Hov-
ell, manager at Zebra Plains, a
walking safari camp in the most
remote sector of the South Lu-
angwa National Park, shakes
his head. “No way,” he says.
With 20 years of bush experi-
ence, Hovell, head naturalist for
Sanctuary Retreats’ five Zambi-
an lodges, says that here in the
bush, where we're the intrud-
ers, safety is Rule One. No
blood allowed on his watch, is
what I'm thinking.

“If it gets much hotter you'll
thank the tree for such big
branches,” says Milemia Banda,
guide and second in command,
with a twinkle. “And anyway,
the animals are more afraid of
you than you are of them. With
no roads, no vehicles and no air-
planes in this sector, they rarely
see or hear people. To them a
tent is like a tree, something to
walk around.”

The Luangwa River, pristine
and undammed, is the reason
we — and the wildlife — are
here at Zebra Plains, near the
national park’s northern border.
Flowing in wide, curving loops
over fertile plains and through
wild miombo woodland, the Lu-
angwa supports an immense di-
versity of species, a veritable
Zambian ark.

From elephants to antelope,
lions to leopards, crocodiles to
hippos, all flourish within this
vast wildlife refuge. “Living
with them, you really feel close
to the animals,” says Hovell.
“And you’ll see them, once you
know where to look.”

During the dry season, Au-
gust through mid-October, in-
land waterholes dry up, pushing
wildlife toward the river. It also
brings them closer to our camp
and to the sausage trees.

As with the animals, your feet
will be the only transport avail-
able during your stay at Zebra
Plains — hiking boots are defi-
nitely in order. Except for the
three-hour drive from the
Mfuwe airport — and the return
when you leave — your own
legs will take you across the
plains, along the riverbank and
to the campfire for appetizers
and a sundowner. “The road
ends here, so we have to walk
the last bit, less than a quarter
mile,” Hovell announced when
we first arrived. “I want you to
see the river and the camp on
foot. You need to experience it
the way the early explorers
did.”

Digesting that unwelcome
news (jet lag is a buzz-kill) we
managed smiles for the three
camp staff who hoisted our
heavy suitcases up onto their
heads and fell into line. Tramp-
ing along after Hovell, we must
have looked the very image of
Henry Stanley, searching for
David Livingstone, the mission-
ary, in 1869, weary reporter in
rumpled Kkhakis trailed by a
long line of perspiring porters.

Walking-only safari camps,

A zoom lens catches elephants unaware. A walking safari in this wildlife-rich region is new — and old. The
first Europeans to venture deep into Africa expected to walk.

S

Garth Hovell, camp manager, says Zebra Plains is designed for safari
veterans “who are tired of sitting in a vehicle.”

like Zebra Plains, are probably
this decade’s biggest news in Af-
rican safaris — and ironically,
the oldest. The first Europeans
to venture deep into the conti-
nent — glory-seeking adventur-
ers, greedy miners, and relent-
less missionaries — expected to
walk. Even after trucks and
jeeps arrived, hunters and pho-
tographers bunked in tents,
stalked their quarry on foot,
and thrilled to the charge of an-
gry lions.

The first guest-organized
walking camp was founded
south of Zebra Plains in 1961 by
Norman Carr, a former ranger
and lifelong environmentalist.
Since then, hard-core walking
camps have become Zambia's
signature.

Most safari lodges are com-
mercial enterprises, of course,
relying on a half-dozen off-road
vehicles and guides who radio
big-animal sightings from guide
to guide. Guests get what
they’ve paid for: guaranteed
close-ups of lions yawning and
elephants trumpeting. Luxury is
the norm, as is a large staff,
mostly local people, from man-

ager, rangers, and guides to the
chef, dishwashers, maids, laun-
dresses, and the fix-it crew.

“That’s not Zebra Plains,” said
Hovell. “We're designed for peo-
ple who've been on safari before
but are tired of sitting in a vehi-
cle. Curious people who want to
get away from exhaust fumes
and down on the ground. They
want to hear dry grass crackle
underfoot and smell the earth,”
he said, as we gathered in the
mess tent for a first-day orienta-
tion. In the days ahead, he prom-
ised, we’d track sign (footprints
and spoor), be alert for unex-
pected encounters, and “see the
animals the way they really are
in nature.”

As in all game lodges, our
days began at 6 a.m. while the
air was cool and the animals ac-
tive. On the first day we headed
for a distant loop of the Chibem-
be River, led by Mathews, the
camp’s armed guard, rifle load-
ed and at the ready. Hovell fol-
lowed, carrying binoculars and
a day pack with a first aid kit,
loaner hats, survival gear, extra
water, and sun lotion.

We six, dressed in khakis (tan

makes the best camouflage), fell
in behind. Guide Rabson Banda,
walking shotgun, kept us bunched
up tight. Predators like to pick on
stragglers, he told us with a grin.
Banda’s backpack overflowed
with the tea things: a portable gas
stove, pot, cups, tea bags, cookies,
brownies, and water.

Here and there groups of tiny
puku grazed calmly, lifting their
heads to watch us pass. Three
giraffes and sable antelopes
were more wary, moving into a
grove of mopane trees. After an
hour’s walking, stopping to iden-
tify plants and tell-tale spoor,
Mathews and Hovell pulled up
short and bent over to inspect a
lion track. With a zing of fear,
we stood still and peered left
and right until Hovell spied two
lionesses at 50 yards, half hid-
den in deep grass. For a long
minute they stared at us, unmov-
ing, and then they were gone,
fleeing the other way.

Each day followed a similar
pattern. Morning game drives
lasted from 6 to 11 a.m. followed
by lunch and downtime for a
shower, journal notations, or
photo downloads. From 4 to 6
p.m, we set out again, now
searching for the elephant fami-
ly approaching the river, or to
watch the hippos grunt and
growl, jockeying for position.

At twilight we gathered
around the campfire for a glass
of wine, some surprisingly ap-
pealing dishes, and an evening
of stories and stars. Escorted
back to our tent by a game-wise
guide with a flashlight (some-
times Isaac our porter and
guard, and sometimes Milemia
or Rabson), we took a warm
shower, crawled under the mos-
quito netting onto a first-class
mattress, and fell asleep to the
hippo chorus.

Because walking safaris are
specialized, choosing an itiner-
ary that includes stays at other
lodges is a good way to broaden
your experience. Sanctuary Re-
treats has five Zambian lodges,
each different from the others.
Driving safaris are most popu-
lar, but several lodges lead guid-
ed walks as well. Having done
both, I confess that I like the
convenience, comfort, and
range that a vehicle provides.
But if you're like me, you won'’t
say you've really seen Zambia
until you've walked the walk.

To comment, e-mail
TravelTalk@phillynews.com.



