WATERFALLS OF NORTHERN ZAMBIA – 2008
The waterfalls of this area have a unique and compelling quality.  Most of the water comes from the high ground of the Congo and spills into the lower areas of Zambia.  There are large fresh-water lakes that stretch over the horizon like the ocean, with white beaches around the edges.  More often than not, there are large and hungry crocodiles lurking close by.

Numerous wetlands and swamps can be found in the area.  Africa’s longest bridge, which was built by the Chinese, crosses the Bangweulu Swamps and is some 5km in length.  The wetlands support a unique range of flora and fauna which is very attractive to the Shoebill, one of the area’s best-known bird species.

The Zambian people are happy and friendly.  Most of them speak English – even right out in the remotest of rural areas.

Most of the waterfalls have campsites, which usually charge US$10 per person per night, plus a charge per vehicle.  For that cost, you may get a pit-type toilet in various stages of disrepair.  The Zambian authorities are aware of the value the waterfalls have for tourism, but roads remain poor, sometimes impassable, depending on the amount of rain that precedes your visit.  Roads in the more built-up areas are fairly good.   Fuel is not very easy to come by once you’re out of the main centres.  And, of course, the further away, the higher the cost, so you should always try to carry as much spare fuel as possible.
Whilst exploring the waterfalls, we passed by some wonderful birding hotspots which boast some really good specials.  Remember, though, that there is only one bird that is endemic to Zambia, and that is the Chaplin’s Barbet.

One of the nicest places we visited was Pontoon Camp at Kasanka.  It was a veritable Eden, with Sitatunga, Lechwe and a host of birds.  The camp, which was positioned on the edge of a swamp, had all the facilities one could wish for, including a decent loo, a pulley shower with hot water, plenty of firewood and very willing camp-staff.
Kapishya Hot Springs was amazing – a veritable little Eden.  The spring is a stable 40°C all year round, crystal clear and not in the slightest sulphurous.  It’s the ultimate in outdoor baths!  The gardens are mature, and right on a fast-flowing river, ensuring excellent bird sightings all day long.  The food at the lodge was excellent, and the campsite was lovely, with clean and functional ablution facilities.
A really intriguing place we visited was Shiwa Ngandu, an English manor house built by an eccentric Englishman, Colonel Gore-Brown, and completed in around 1927.  All the furniture, bricks and tiles were made on site by the locals.  The great-grandson of Gore-Brown currently lives in the house and is restoring it.  The other great-grandson runs the Kapishya Springs Lodge.
With some of the roads being in such a sad state of disrepair, we had an interesting incident.  We were travelling in convoy along a particularly slippery road (we’d had a huge amount of rain), when George’s vehicle slipped on the exaggerated camber of the road, and settled gently into the adjacent swamp, burbling like a large red bullfrog.  George was desperate to save his vehicle.  His wife, Isabel, was more interested in saving their passports!
We eventually had some help from a few of the locals, and with much huffing and puffing and sweating, and some clever pulling with a tow-rope, we eventually managed to extricate the vehicle from the mud.
On our arrival at Ntumbachusi Falls, we paid a great deal of attention to finding the driest spot, away from the spray from the falls, before we pitched out tents.  As soon as we’d settled, we were hit by a deluge of monsoon rains that bucketed down on us for hours, producing impromptu waterfalls that flowed straight through camp.  It was like we’d set up camp in the middle of the river-bed.  Then it dawned on us why there was a one-metre ditch going straight through the camp – it was to cope with some serious run-off!
The ferry crossing from Botswana to Zambia is like a scene from a Leon Schuster movie.  On both sides of the river, there are queues of trucks, sometimes 5km long, waiting to be ferried across.  There are times when they have to wait for up to five days.  The pushing and shoving and yelling is unimaginable, as are the uncooperative border officials.  There is no signage at all, so you have to muddle around like a mole until you find out the correct procedure, which no-one follows anyway.  The dirt and the heat, the broken vehicles abandoned where they died, the insurance tax, the carbon tax, the local tax.  You have to use the local currency, Kwacha, but they are virtually unobtainable outside Zambia itself.  Often only one of the two ferries is operational.  It’s chaos.  Take your sense of humour with you.  In fact, take a spare one too!
Despite the ferry crossing, this was a wonderfully rewarding and exciting trip.  The waterfalls are truly magnificent and well worth the effort in getting there.  Anyone who loves Africa should definitely put Zambia on their “must do” list.

