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STEP INTO THE 

WILD

Zambia emerges as the new go-to 
safari destination for travellers wanting 

to see Africa at its most natural.

WORDS JOE YOGERST

“FOR MOST PEOPLE Zambia is uncharted territory, it 
is completely undiscovered,” says wildlife guide Matt Porter 
as he paddles a remote stretch of the Lower Zambezi River. 
“While working in South Africa, I often heard complaints that 
it wasn’t ‘wild’ enough. You can’t say that about Zambia. This 
is as wild as it gets.”

As if to punctuate his point, a hippo suddenly emerges from 
the river about 50m in front of Porter’s canoe. Not the least bit 
fazed, he paddles right towards the massive creature. “Hippos 
are much maligned,” Porter says casually. “You often hear that 
they kill more people than any other African animal. But the 
fact is, they shun human contact, especially in the water.”

But try telling  that to this particular hippopotamus. 
Annoyed at the disruption of what had until then been a 
peaceful sandbar snooze, he glares at the canoe, grunts his 
annoyance, and makes no attempt to move out of the way. 
Porter is the one who must deviate, paddling a wide arc 
around an animal that could so easily flip his tiny craft.  ❯

Hippos in the 
Luangwa River, 
Zambia
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That stubborn hippo isn’t the only thing with attitude out here. 
Sprawling across a wilderness almost three times the size of 
London, Lower Zambezi National Park safeguards elephant 
herds that run 100 strong and thousands of temperamental crocs, 
as well as top-tier predators such as lions and leopards. Other 
than a few waterfront camps and lodges, there is virtually no 
sign of civilisation along the 150km of the Zambezi River that 
runs through the park. The only way in – other than making a 
rough-and-tumble overland journey on primitive roads – is via 
small planes that touch down at a dirt airstrip populated by a 
rowdy baboon troupe.

Lower Zambezi really is the Africa of old books and movies. 
Vast numbers of large and often dangerous animals roam free 
across a larger-than-life landscape of wide rivers and distant 
mountains. Unplugged and unfettered, there is very little human 
interference, although enough safeguards are in place to make 
sure it stays this way for generations to come.

“We really feel like pioneers out here,” says Anet van Niekerk, 
who, along with her husband, manages the riverside Chongwe 
House. “The biggest difference from parks in Kenya or South 
Africa – where we have also worked – is the number of people. 
Instead of half-a-dozen Land Rovers circled around a single lion, 
you’re lucky if you actually encounter even one other vehicle the 
whole day that you’re driving around in this park.” 

Zambia boasts a dozen other parks that are just as unspoilt, 
with wildlife encounters every bit as awesome as the more 
celebrated Serengeti or Kruger. They feature luxury lodges, 
creative safari experiences, and a growing number of visitors 
who have come to recognise Zambia as being the “next big 
thing” in African travel.

At the heart of Zambia’s wildlife corridor is the lush Luangwa 
River Valley with large elephant herds and healthy populations 
of hippo and buffalo. Farther north, the Bengwuela Swamps are 
one of Africa’s greatest wetlands, home to copious birdlife and 
rare antelope such as the sitatunga, black lechwe and oribi. 
Kasanka National Park hosts the world’s single greatest mammal 
migration – the annual arrival of more than 10 million fruit bats 
in clouds that turn the sky dark at midday. Visitors can view and 
photograph wildlife from low-flying hot-air balloons in Kafue 
National Park, one of the largest game reserves in all of Africa. 
In the far west, the super-secluded Liuwa Plains is known for the 
annual migration of the blue wildebeest. 

It wasn’t always this way. In the 1980s, poachers ran rampant
in Zambia’s game parks, pushing the black rhino close toextinc-
tion and vastly reducing elephant herds. National parks were-
poorly maintained and almost impossible to reach. The people 
weren’t much better off. With a totalitarian government in power 
that emphasised central planning and nationalisation, ❯

Elephant along 
Zambezi River
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Zambia’s economy was a shambles. Rural villages were deeply 
impoverished and the capital, Lusaka, was surrounded by seething 
shantytowns. Democracy and full-fledged capitalism returned in 
the 1990s, as did organisations such as the World Wide Fund for 
Nature, dedicated to saving Zambia’s natural heritage and preserv-
ing it for future generations. South African investment and Chinese 
foreign aid have also helped in sparking the recovery. 

“A lot of what Africa is going through now, we went through 30 
years ago,” says Lusaka-based businessman Grant Cumings. “We’ve 
come out the other end, come full circle. There are several reasons 
why Zambia got its act together. We’ve got a very pro-business 
government and a thriving middle class – a growing number of 
people who can afford to live in better houses, drive better cars, go 
to cafes and coffee bars in Lusaka. One thing about Zambians is they 
are very ambitious. They really want to get ahead.” 

Even during the darkest years, Zambian conservationists such as 
Norman Carr and Robin Pope were doggedly determined to save 
and protect the nation’s natural heritage. In addition to lobbying for 
stricter poaching laws, better enforcement and more national parks, 

they pioneered new ways of experiencing wildlife and attracting 
visitors to Zambia – such as the walking safari.

Everywhere else in Africa people are told to never leave their 
vehicles while in the vicinity of wild animals. But in South Luangwa 
National Park, visitors are actively encouraged to explore the wilder-
ness on foot. Abraham Banda, a protégé of the legendary Carr, is one 
of the park’s top guides. “As humans on foot we have to think of 
ourselves as prey,” says Banda at the start of an early morning bush 
walk. “If we come across a potentially dangerous animal, we analyse 
the situation and keep our distance. In case of any hair-raising events, 
we have our ranger,” he smiles, nodding at the man in camouflage 
uniform carrying a rifle who brings up the rear of his small group. 

There is plenty of wildlife along the trail – impala, puku and 
waterbuck – but nothing “hair-raising” until the group reaches an 
isolated waterhole and its resident hippos and crocodiles. Even with 
an armed guard, approaching such creatures on foot is a daunting 
prospect. Banda is especially wary of the toothy reptiles. “Two or 
three people each year get taken by crocs in the Luangwa River,” he 
admits. No smile this time; he’s deadly serious.  ❯

IN SOUTH LUANGWA 
NATIONAL PARK, VISITORS 

ARE ENCOURAGED TO 
EXPLORE THE WILDERNESS

Leopard in South 
Luangwa National Park
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Victoria Falls, 
Zambia; and 
locals (right)

Banda is equally adept at road safaris – and spotting wildlife on 
the fly. On the way back to camp, he catches something out of the 
corner of his eye, hits the brake and hurls the Land Cruiser into a 
three-point turn. With his eyes fixed on the roadside bush, he slowly 
backtracks to where a big male leopard is relaxing on a fallen tree 
trunk. The ultimate safari photo, there for the taking. 

THE ZAMBIAN CAPITAL has also been transformed. 
Lusaka is now a big bustling city of skyscrapers and air-conditioned 
shopping malls, Western-style supermarkets and fashion boutiques, 
luxury car dealerships and neon-fronted casinos. A far cry from the 
downtrodden, depressed capital of the 1980s. 

“There’s construction everywhere and a growing middle class that 
craves modern comforts and technology,” says Brendan Raisbeck, 
who manages the upscale Lilayi resort on the outskirts of town. 
“Lusaka is also the financial centre of this part of Africa and the 
logistics base for the copper-mining industry in northern Zambia.”

Lilayi is typical of the capital’s growing sophistication. Since the 
1980s, the property has evolved from a modest game farm into an 
animal orphanage with a baby elephant nursery, and a luxury resort 
with horseriding stables and a stylish restaurant specialising in 
African fusion cuisine and South African wines. 

Livingstone, Zambia’s second city and the gateway to Victoria 
Falls, is also booming. Named for the famed explorer, it retains its 
British colonial-era main street, but little else from bygone days. The 
airport unveiled a new international terminal in 2013, while swank 
hotels such as the Stanley Safari Lodge adorn the city periphery.

As if one of the world’s most spectacular waterfalls isn’t enough, 
Victoria Falls has become an adrenaline sports hub. Those with no 
fear reflex can bungee jump from the 128m Victoria Falls Bridge, raft 
the raging whitewater river below the waterfall, or hang out of the 
open door of a helicopter as it zips through the cascade gorge. 

Other than the Great Pyramids of Egypt, Victoria Falls is Africa’s 
most recognisable landmark and Zambia’s most popular tourist 
attraction. The trails leading down to the falls are often crowded and 
the viewpoints dominated by vendors and people elbowing others 
out of the way as they snap selfies with the falls in the background. 

Yet not a mile upstream from all the hoopla, Zambia lapses back 
into undiscovered mode. In the 1150km it covers between Victoria 
Falls and its source in eastern Angola, the Zambezi River is crossed 
by only three bridges and has no dams, making it one of the longest 
stretches of wild river anywhere on the planet. 

“There’s really something special about the Upper Zambezi, the 
way the water sparkles, the way it leaps around,” says Gail 
Kleinschmidt, a locally born-and-bred rancher who runs a horse 
ranch on the outskirts of Livingstone. “It’s got a sort of purity that 
you don’t find in many rivers this size any more. No dams or 
diversions, no industry or cities; it really is a wild river. A very old 
one, too. I find it amazing that I can stand on the banks and watch a 
river that’s been flowing for millions of years.” A PH
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