Canoe Safari down the Zambesi River

By: John W. McCoy

Ten meters away on the roadside, three huge elephants stood watching our carrier pass slowly. Occasionally, they threw their trunks into the air, sniffing for danger. 

The beginning of a canoe safari down the Zambezi River in Northern Zimbabwe is full of adventure for the nature lover and avid photographer and offers this excitement. Living with the African animals, hearing the noise vibrate across the water while floating down river on a canoe offers memories that few people can share.

Kariba, located on the Zambezi River and an hour’s flight from Victoria Falls, is the starting point to this safari adventure. The safari organisers arrive early to begin the six-hour truck ride to Chirendu on the Zambian border. During that trip, the converted military transport carrier moves slowly through the game reserves with elephants and an abundance of wildlife roaming freely on each side of the narrow dirt road. Huge elephants ten metres away move sedately along the path keeping a watchful eye on the noisy tourists. This is their country; their domain and intruders are to be wary.

Our guide is waiting at Chirendu and will lead us down the Zambezi amidst an abundance of African wildlife. He explains the dangers in the wild and what to do as we pass an aggressive Hippopotamus pod.

The river looks inviting as we look over the vast smooth flowing water searching for signs of Hippopotamus and Crocodiles. Mana Pools National Park is the final destination and the main wildlife reserve for protected animals along the river. For the next three days, we would see no civilisation. The river is broad and flat with the sun dancing off the surface. In the distance, a pod of Hippos wallow in the swallows, their little ears flapping as they watch the canoes slowly pass.

Paddling the two man canoes, we search for the pods of Hippos or any underwater snag in the water. Our paddling skills improve as we weave between the pods. Passing quietly by one pod of Hippos, our guide explains that the Hippo population is estimated at one Hippo for every 50 metres of water along the Zambezi. The average adult Hippo can easily weigh two tonnes, their feeding grounds just below the surface in the river.

Hippos are very territorial so we keep a safe distance, changing courses regularly to avoid the more aggressive pods. The guide forces the Hippos to surface from their underwater feeding ground by hitting his paddle on the side of the canoe, forcing them to suface to search for intruders in their territory. Satisfied with their location, we paddle at a safe distance, continuing slowly down the river.

We slowly float by a large herd of elephants climbing out of the river making a mad dash to safety. Our guide explains Zimbabwe’s problem in the National Parks with ivory poachers coming across the river from Zambia, hunting Elephants for their ivory and taking the ivory into Zambia to be sold in Asia. Zimbabwe’s use of armed anti-poacher squads forcing the poachers out of the National Parks has proved to be an effective method in preserving the wild animal population and dealing with the poachers from Zambia.

Selecting the a site on the shoreline in the afternoon, we set about pitching our first camp site and preparing our first meal in the wild. Our instructions are simple “don’t go further than 50 metres from the river bank, keep the camp in sight and travel in pairs”.

Our first meal cooked on an open fire, listening to the deep bellows of the Hippos in the distance, while watching the vivid colours of the sunset slowly setting over the Zambezi has a breathtaking beauty hard to describe. The distant noise travelling over the water gave everyone the impression that Hippos are close by. The deep noise continue throughout the night keeping most of the safari awake, except for the guide. 

The sunrise is magnificent, setting the mood for the day’s paddling. Breaking camp early, we paddle to the middle of the river, weaving between the pods of Hippos coming ashore and taking photos as we go of the bird life, Kodus, water bucks and monkeys.

The second night’s campsite is an island. We can move freely about the island as the wild animals are on the mainland. We freshen up in the river while our guide positions himself on the high bank overlooking the river with his rifle. The idea of swimming forgotten as Crocodiles would be close by -- somewhere.

The next morning, we roam the island taking photos of the many Impalas running and jumping in all directions. Wandering slowly to the far side of the island, we discover that the island didn’t exist, and we are landlocked. Returning quickly to camp not knowing what would be roaming in the area, we hear the excited chatter with everyone looking at the paw prints of a huge lion about 10 metres from the camp. Our guide said that “this is a good safari as lions normally don’t come this close to a camp site”.

Stopping at a large game reserve for lunch, we saw two elephants close by, in their massive glory, pulling branches from young trees, feeding and continuing slowly to the river. We slowly follow the elephants keeping our distance. Baboons and Impalas in the hundreds move in all directions. With us following, the elephants move sedately to the lower river banks and continue out to the middle feeding ground.

We set off again as there is still much to see before the next campsite, which is a true island. Rounding a bend in the river, I shout across to our guide, surprising everyone, pointing to a two tonne Hippo mating his girlfriend at the edge of the river. Intense excitement was going on as the water churned around them. 

Arriving at the last campsite, we explore the island, managing to disturb only one pod of Hippos fleeing for the safety of the water. The sunset with those brilliant rays resting on the calm waters of the river, gave us that final special taste of Africa.

Breaking camp early, we head for Mana Pools paddling down the river, missing two large pods of Hippos by metres, with a few large Crocodiles thrown in for good measure.

At the base camp, we settled down to wait for the truck. We decide to clean up at the camp facilities and soon everyone was there talking about the safari, the adventure and who would be returning next year.

A canoe safari down the Zambezi River is one of the most exciting experiences for the nature lover and avid photographer. Floating down the river in a two-man canoe amidst the Hippos and camping on the river banks at night and listening to the roar of the African wildlife offers a person the chance in a life time to mix with nature in its natural habitat.
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