White Water Rafting on the Zambezi River

By: John W. McCoy

White Water Rafting is the sport of the thrill seeker, shooting the grade five and six rapids unable to see the bottom as you start the plunge. Rafting on the great Zambezi River in Zimbabwe starting within Zambia offers the true sport’s lover the thrill that is not found on any other river in the world.

We started our white water rafting trip at Victoria Falls in Northern Zimbabwe on the Zambia border. A number of resort hotels in Victoria Falls are within easy walking distance of the Victoria Falls National Park, where tourists from all over the world spend hours exploring the rims of the magnificent falls. One of the most famous hotels is the Victoria Falls Hotel, built at the turn of the century by the colonial British. 

You can organise your rafting trips from this hotel. The Shearwater and Sobek are the most famous operators. Tours cost U.S. $85 for the one-day plunge down the Zambezi with many other rafting enthusiasts. The trips are well organised and offer the pure enjoyment of rafting down a very exciting river. 

Sobek has the only trip starting in Zambia, passing in front of the mighty Victoria Falls with tonnes of water plumeting over the rims and down the gorge. This sets the scene for an exciting adventure. This segment of the Zambezi River passes the Falls and gives rafting enthusiast the full impact of the Falls and the natural beauty of the gorge, extending down the river. 

The pick-up is early in the morning in Victoria Falls. Clothing is at a minimum as you will be wet all day. Camera gear is not recommended unless you can protect it from the water. The Kodak disposable underwater cameras are acceptable even though it’s difficult to take photos plunging through the rapids.

Crossing the bridge over the Potoka Gorge separating the two countries into Zambia, the sights are marvellous. According to local myth, Potoka Gorge is protected by the river god called Nyamiyami.

Stopping at the immigrations offices of both countries, everything was a quick formality, passports stamped and we headed to our destination. At the starting grounds, there would be a detailed briefing on the safety rules for the rafting trip. 

In a single file, we started the ninety metre walk into the Potoka Gorge where the rafts were waiting, having been hand carried down earlier by native porters. Down the narrow path and over slippery rocks, we arrived at the edge of waters of the Zambezi River very excited, and ready to start our rafting trip. Eight rafts assigned to this trip, with eight people to each raft. In some rafts, you could do your own paddling and pull your own weight or take the raft with one oarsman who sat anchored in the middle of the raft guiding our plunges through the rapids. Each raft had a safety man whose job was to grab, if possible, the unfortunate person who fell out of the raft plunging through the rapids. Sometimes he would and sometimes not.

Rafts loaded and instructions given by our assigned oarsman, we moved slowly to the other side of the river’s starting point which was calm. It was there that we started a dress rehearsal on what to do , and what not to do if the raft capsized or if someone fell over the side of the raft going down the grade five or six rapids. As we would learn, this would happen to a few of the rafts, and a few people would find themselves floating down the Zambezi without a raft until they reached calmer waters. The oarsman said clearly that all participants had to follow his instructions carefully and quickly as we made our plunge into each rapid. He would shout only once “to the front or to the left or to the right”.

Cameramen in kayaks were moving ahead of the main group of eight rafts taking videos and photos of the rafts as they bounced down the five and six grade rapids.

Not to be outdone as this was my first, but not my last rafting trip, I asked the oarsman what was a grade five rapid. He smiled at us through those big white teeth, shining through black skin and said ”a grade six would be Victoria Falls itself”. Each participant in the raft stared ahead at the Falls in the distance as tonnes of water plunged over the rims, and wondered. Sixteen eye balls looked ahead at the first rapid which our trusty oarsman had said was a number five, and we couldn’t see the bottom in the distance. We sat silently and listened to his laughter. He simply said at last: “I do this for a living and I haven’t lost anyone yet”.

We approached the first rapid named Morning Glory pushing ahead slowly. Drawing nearer, we moved faster and faster our oarsman shouting at the top of his voice, before the plunge “to the front”. All of us slammed to the front of the raft to keep the weight stabilised and down we went, twisting, turning, bouncing up into the air and down again. Clearing Morning Glory, I had swallowed half of the Zambezi River by keeping my mouth open, yelling from the pure enjoyment of the plunge, coming out sputtering and coughing. Our oarsman was laughing from the enjoyment of watching us being uncomfortable, cold and excited. He said through laughter “how’s that for a grade four rapid?” We stared at each other and started bailing the water out of the raft. This would be our job after each rapid, bail out the water as quickly as possible.

The next rapid, with the water flowing quickly, was a grade five called Steps to Heaven. We moved closer, and closer, and faster and plunged. Down we went, up we went, around we went and I almost fell out. That grade five was exciting and we were ready for the next one. Coming out of the rapids, the water was biting cold, but forgotten when we made the next plunge, and the next.

There were twenty two rapids that day, mostly grades four and fives, stopping only for lunch after rapid number nine affectionately called -- Commercial Suicide. The rafting operators had stopped rafting Commercial Suicide two years earlier as it was considered too dangerous and unpredictable. Two people had been lost that year in the churning waters of the drop. Arriving at the staging area just before Commercial Suicide, we man handled the rafts over the rocky shoreline descending below the rapids. As we descended, we watched some kayaks making the plunge down Commercial Suicide. It was a thrill just watching these experienced daredevils, shooting down the rapids, disappearing for moments and breaking through to calm waters.

Waiting for us on the shoreline two rapids after Commercial Suicide, porters had carried a buffet lunch two kilometres into the Gorge. We ate and talked endlessly about the rafting that morning and anticipating the rapids ahead of us. This was a thrilling adventure for any sports lover.

At the end of that marvellous day of white water rafting over twenty two rapids, we slowly started the long climb up Potoka Gorge to the trucks waiting to take the tired, excited group of rafting enthusiast back to the staging area. From there, we would head back into Zimbabwe and Victoria Falls, with many memories of an exciting white water rafting adventure. That night we would be able to purchase photos and videos of today’s adventure, at the screening of each operator’s excursion down the Zambezi..

For anyone interested in White Water Rafting on one of the best rivers in the world, there are weekly flights with Qantas Airways from Sydney to Harare, the capital of Zimbabwe. From Harare, daily flights to Victoria Falls are available where you can visit one of the seven wonders of the world -- Victoria Falls, and then white water rafting on the Zambezi River. 

(JWMcCoy The author has worked in the large international banks and for the donor organizations for the past twenty-five years. He has seen, at first hand, the difficulties of large bad debts in banks and the difficulties of the donors in trying to influence change on governments. The author has published two works of fiction describing different facets of corruption in the international financial world. He depicts stories based on the truth that are concealed by bankers and governments for their own reasons. Hidden Money and Leaving it Behind are recommended books for an insight into this world of intrigue and deception. It's all about money and the ways it was created. Leaving it Behind is about the struggles of the Vietnamese people in the aftermath of a war that was imposed on them and the struggle to survive the drug lords that were rampant in the Golden Triangle, threatening to take over their lives. The author lived with those people and he understood them; and they understood his concerns and compassion. 

Go to: www.pdbookstore.com and purchase both books from American Book Publishing Group or visit my website on www.bookworm.au.com to purchase and discover more information about the author.

PAGE  
3

