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My mother (Astrid Tucker) and I began planning this trip a year ago, by announcing that we wanted to go on 
an African Safari.  Pete and my dad were lukewarm about going (as opposed to red-hot to spend the 
cash).  So...we said why wait.  We booked our trip in June 2006 and set an October 2006 departure date.  The 
answer to the story title is answered later in this travel journal.  Our Southern Africa trip began on October 4, 
2006 and ended on October 22, 2006.  

 

http://www.pprr.org/
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Day 1- Oct 4, 2006- Depart from Denver, Colorado, USA: 

Today we began two days of flying/traveling with British Airways to our first Africa stop - Johannesburg, South 
Africa. We are excited.  Our preparation began back in June 2006 when we booked our trip with Overseas 
Adventure Travel (OAT).  

Two items of note:  
1. we are only allowed 26 lbs. of luggage- 

total!  That includes the total for both carry-
on and checked bags.  That is skimpy for 19 
travel days!  When we arrive in Zimbabwe, we 
begin flying in small planes with strict weight 
restrictions.  My first test pack began at 18 
lbs. with only a few essential items not 
included; such as passport, money, etc.... My 
second test pack began a week later, and my 
total bag weight ballooned to 27 lbs.  That 
included no lotion for 19 days!  Yikes, what 
happened?!  This precipitated a flurry of re-
evaluation and more test packing.  At test pack # 22, I hit the magical 25.9 lbs. by taking out quite a few 
"essential" items.  Pete manages to worry me secretly hiding a few heavy items in my bag when I was 
not looking. I was so confused when I removed items and it did not change on the scale.  Fortunately, 
Pete tells me before I radically adjust my baggage load.  My carry-on backpack is full but my small, 
checked bag is only half full.  My mom has managed to pare her baggage down to a total of  24 lbs., so I 
am planning on secretly dumping my lotion and a couple of more items in her bag when she is not 
watching.  I also threw in a couple of extra "delicates" that I will throw away as we wing our way to 
Zimbabwe- where the baggage weigh-in gets serious.  My last "luxury" item is a rubber rattlesnake 
designed to scare any baggage handler who might want to steal anything from my checked bag.  I 
WON'T scare the bush plane pilots with that trick but might try to fool a couple of our safari members 
or friendly tour guides with the snake. OAT has a "what to pack" list.  I only have  2/ 3 of that list 
packed.  I only have 4 changes of clothes but the lodges include laundry service so I should be okay. 

2. Another interesting OAT recommendation is to bring a large quantity of US cash  because it is hard to 
use credit cards in Africa.  Plus, African countries covet US dollars.  OAT recommends that we bring 
$900 in US cash per person, in small bills- nothing over a $20 bill, not printed between 2000-2006, not 
torn, ripped, dirty or written on, and none of the new style of bills!  I never carry that much cash! I 
"order" the money from my bank representative who tells me that this request is common.  They have 
a credit union member who regularly goes to China and requests the same thing.  My pile of cash is 
two inches high.  OAT recommends that we split our cash and hide it on our person.  I feel like a 
human being with a dollar sign above my head.  My mom jokingly says she is going to stash some cash 
in her bra, but I draw the line there.  I hide cash in every pocket- hidden and obvious on my person, 
including my money belt.  It turns out we had money safes in every lodge and do not really need to 
sweat this detail.  I ended up bringing back about $350 in cash.  
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Travel to London (October 4-5, 2006): 

Airport security in Heathrow in London is much stricter than the US.  They allow no travel size toothpaste, so I 
give that up along the way.  Armed guards are very visible.  We only checked our bags to London because on 
the way to Africa we had a 9-hour layover in London with a Heathrow Hilton hotel dayroom available.  We 
used our dayroom to take a short nap between flights then boarded our last long flight to Johannesburg.  We 
met some of our group Ethyl, Jung, Bonnie, Maureen, Tom, Carol, Ruth, and Don at the Heathrow Hilton.  
Bonnie noticed my Mom left her jacket on the airport terminal bench and she brought it to my Mom when we 
boarded the plane.  London was damp, wet, and cold going both to and from Africa.   FYI:  Our return trip 
home took us 43 hours travel time from Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe to Woodland Park, Colorado.  We had no 
dayroom on the leg home and arrived exhausted. 

Johannesburg, South Africa (Oct 5-7, 2006): 

Our entire group converged at 
the Johannesburg, South Africa Holiday Inn on 
October 5th.  Johannesburg has been ranked as 
one of the most dangerous cities in the world.  The 
downtown city (from afar) looks normal, but 
everyone avoids going anywhere near the city 
center.  A large coal fired power plant sits idle 
despite the high need for reliable electric power.  I 
never get an answer why it does not operate.  We 
visit Soweto which is one of the birth places of the 
apartheid movement and drive by Nelson 
Mandela's former and current homes along with 
Nobel Peace prize winner Desmond 
Tutu's home.  We also drive by Winnie 
Mandela's home.  

I feel safe and we have an informative tour of 
the Hector Pieterson Memorial Museum.  Later I 
read a story in the local newspaper about a young 
student who brought a severed human foot 
(including the toes) to school for show and 
tell.  Other stories in that day's paper seemed very 
violent as well. Maybe my feeling of safety is 
naivety.   
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I notice large gold mine tailings around Johannesburg along with shanty towns, a   "Beverly Hills" area, and 
neighborhoods somewhere in between that are being developed by the government.  Johannesburg will be 
home to the Soccer World Cup in 2010 and they are frantically expanding their airport.  I wonder how 
successfully the city will be able to handle the influx of "football" soccer fans from all over the world. We 
pass a large hospital where the South African 
surgeon who performed the first heart transplant in 
1968, trained in the early 1960's.  

We stop by the Regina Mundi church (World Heritage 
Cultural site) on the way back to our hotel and enjoy 
the singing/playing students.   I conclude 
that Soweto is not one singular place but a grouping of 
many areas and much larger than I realized.  Another 
interesting economic fact is that only two working 
diamond mines remain in South Africa and gold mine 
production has decreased.  Coal mining reserves are 
increasing and gaining in production.  

Chobe (chobay) National Park in Botswana (boatswana), October 7-10, 2006 - Mom's birthday: 

We begin our trek to our first national park by traveling through three countries in one day (South Africa, 
Zimbabwe and finally Botswana).  Thula (tula) Manzini, our OAT guide meets us at the airport in Victoria Falls 
(Vic Falls) and introduces himself as our primary OAT guide for the next three weeks.  The line to enter 

Zimbabwe and get our double entry visa 
is long and slow.  The visa is $45 US.  Two 
people handle our entire plane load of 
about 150 people.  One person records  
our passport info on a carbon paper form 
and one person takes the money and 
stamps our passports.  Thula (more 
about him later) orients us at the airport 
and checks our bag weights.  Thula 
immediately notices that several bags are 
over the 26 lb. limit.  The 26 lb. limit will 
be addressed later in the trip once we 
start flying on the "small 5-seater 
planes".  Thula takes full responsibility 
for our bags (he calls them his babies) for 
the duration of our trip whenever we 
move camps. 

Dancers entertain us at the Vic Falls airport while we wait for the others to come through the long airport visa 
line.  We start traveling immediately to our destination (Chobe National Park).  First, we drive in a van 
to Kasane International airport (a small building) via the Botswana border.  At the border we get out of the van 
and walk our shoes through a hoof/mouth chemical treatment dip while the van tires are driven through the 
same mixture.  
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At Kasane, we transfer to our open safari vehicles for the 4x4 drive into Chobe.  Ten minutes into Chobe 
National Park we see our first elephant herd.  Botswana is home to 45,000 elephants.  By the end of our trip, I 
am convinced that we have seen at least 1,000 elephants. I know on one day alone at Chobe we see 350.  I 
count them in multiples of ten. Multi-colored guinea fowl (Chobe or Government Chickens) cluck underfoot.   
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Note:  Thula encourages us to "mark our territory" before we leave Vic Falls airport.  That would reference 
using the restrooms.  Later in the trip, our bush game drives include stops using terms such as "time to mark 
our territory" by "picking flowers" for women and "watering the garden" for men.  Maureen thinks that we 
can literally pick some flowers before figuring out that this term means finding a bush to pee behind.  Oh yes, 
on our game drives, they also check behind the bushes for lions before we actually "mark our territory".   

October marks the end of the dry season.  The days are HOT and mostly dry.  Residents call October "suicide 
month" because of the heat. The upside is that this provides perfect game viewing time because the animals 
congregate in unusually large numbers at waterways.  The rainy season usually begins in November and the 
animals tend to disperse and disappear within the heavy vegetation growth.  We stay at the Chobe Game 
Lodge in the park because our original tented lodge was undergoing renovations.  Chobe Game Lodge is quite 
an upgrade, and we enjoy our visit.  

 

We  enjoy many boat rides on the Chobe River and game drives in the early morning and evenings when the 
animals are more active.  Our typical days start with a wakeup knock at 5:30 am, small breakfast at 6 am, off 
to game viewing by vehicle, walking or boating by 6:30 am for three plus hours.  
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Michael and Moses are our Chobe park guides.  We enjoy a brunch at 11 am most days, with quiet time 
(learning and discovery on our own) also referenced as "L&D" until "teas and coffees" are served at 4 
pm.  Then we are off to another boat ride or game drive until dark.  We eat dinner late (7-8 pm) then off to 
bed by 10 pm.  One night, while walking back to our room in the dark, we spy a LARGE African porcupine in 
our headlamp beams.  The porcupine waddles away as my mom and I watch him wiggle his quills in the glow 
of the moonlight.   
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Ugly warthogs root around our hotel compound daily.  Despite their frightening appearance, they are gentle 
creatures. I approach them easily to snap photos. They are singularly focused on snuffling and stooping on 
their knees in their relentless quest for food. 

 

During L&D times (~2-4 pm), we usually hang out in our rooms and sweat underneath our fans.  It is too hot to 
do much else.  We are not allowed to walk outside of any common 
hotel/camp areas without a guide.  At Chobe, walking in the park is 
prohibited.  

Our Chobe hotel has a swimming pool (major luxury of the trip 
until we reach Vic Falls again at the end of our trip).   Chobe is an 
internationally renowned park and lodge.  On the drive into Chobe 
our first day, the first vehicle manages to spot a fleeing leopard 
(Mom and I miss it).  We later try to ensure maximum chances for 
wildlife spotting by splitting into separate groups.  Our group 
becomes immediately enamored of the species checklist 
notebook that OAT gave us.  Yes, the question is asked by 
someone in our group that if we have ostrich on the menu (and eat it) can we check it off our species list?  

 

http://www.e-gnu.com/check_005.html
http://www.e-gnu.com/check_005.html
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Later in our trip we see an ostrich, so the question becomes moot, but I think it is funny and note it in my 
journal.  I decide to give this story that name because it reflects the sheer quantity of animals we saw and our 
fascination with them.  Other items on the menu that we eat are Springbok Stroganoff, Impala steak, Ostrich 
Normandy, Kudu Stew, Minced venison (hamburger from a wild animal), baked beans on toast for breakfast 
(British favorite), and my personal favorite "Sweet & Sour Warthog".   Another favorite southern African treat 
is biltong.  Biltong (like beef jerky) can be made from many types of animals; kudu, impala, buffalo, ostrich, 
etc.... We enjoy a magical evening BBQ at rivers edge tonight.  A brilliant full moon reflects off the Chobe 
river's silvery surface and shadows outline the tangled driftwood piles in the middle of the river.  

 

At Chobe we see lions, giraffes, zebras, African Fish Eagles (like our US Bald Eagle) and hundreds of elephants 
(we end up seeing 350 elephants one day) on the Namibian (nameebyan) side of the river.  The elephants 
regularly swim across the river to graze on the Namibian marshy side.  Hippos abound here along with impala, 
kudu, and many other antelopes.  We see our biggest crocodile of the trip on a boat trip during our stay at 
Chobe. This croc is a monster.  The nearby Namibian side of the river has no organized villages.  Some 
scattered local Namibian's fish in the river and sell their catch to the Botswana residents on the other side of 
the river.  No one swims in the river.  
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My most memorable impression of Chobe is the sheer volume of the huge lumbering and water 
loving  elephants.  They come so close to our vehicles I can almost touch them.  The elephants mock charge us 
at times, protectively shelter their young calves and cake/spray themselves with mud/dust 
constantly.  Elephant dung is everywhere.  How do you tell if the dung is from a male or female (taste it- not 
really) or young or old (size and consistency)?  Elephants only have 6 sets of teeth in their lifetime and when 
they get old, they cannot chew as well, and their dung reflects rougher materials.  

The smell of elephant dung is not that bad (musty and earthy odor) and the piles of dung are 
everywhere.  Locals even make paper out of dung.  The ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘǎΩ ears (shaped like the continent of Africa) 
constantly sway back and forth like slowly flapping cooling fans.  Elephants can walk incredibly quietly and 
sneak beside us so easily which is amazing considering their mammoth size.  The young baby elephants do not 
even know how to use their trunks yet.  Elephants snorkel their trunks through the water while swimming and 
spraying cooling water.  I cannot take enough pictures of them and at times can almost reach out and touch 
them (but I do not) when they pass by our vehicle.  Some elephants mock charge us but do not seem to be 
serious.  We quietly watch the elephant warning displays.  Sometimes, I inwardly gasp when the elephants 
trumpet loudly in warning.  At other times I can hear the elephants low rumbling sounds as they communicate 
with each other.  The sound seems comforting and soothing, especially for the young elephants.  The elephant 
foot prints in the fine sand display a spidery delicate outline of every foot pad wrinkle in the fine dust as they 
pass around us on the road.  I cannot get enough of these amazing giants.  Even at the end of our trip, we 
continue to photograph elephants with amazement and gratitude.  The dessert plate artistically represents 
tiny cinnamon outlines of elephants. 

 

I bring home an elephant hair bracelet from Vic Falls to remind me of their strength and grace.  Thula shows us 
a movie of a rare pride of lions that specialized in killing elephants.  Moses explains that there are right-
handed elephants (those who like digging with their right tusks) and left-handed elephants (ditto but left side 
tuskers....).  
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We see many elephants with broken, single only or missing both tusks.  When you visibly see what they do 
with these tusks, digging in the soil, ripping tree bark it is understandable why their tusks can get damaged.  
We find pieces of tusk later in the trip and find them incredibly dense (very heavy for their size). 
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Our guides (Michael and Moses) have a depth of knowledge you cannot find in books and take care to 
describe everything in the most interesting of details.  Everyone speaks English which makes life and 
communication much easier.  There are more than 50 languages in this region, but English is the tie that 
binds.  Most Africans have an English name (or nickname) along with an 
African name.  

After a few days, I play the rubber snake trick on both of our guides and 
Moses has the most spectacular reaction of all our guides on the entire 
trip.  He jumped back at least 3 feet from the truck seat where I placed the 
snake.  He thought it was a real African puff adder.  All the guides are good 
natured about this prank and ask to keep our valuable rubber rattlesnake.  It 
is traveled to so many continents and rivers that I just cannot give it up at this 
stage for sentimental reasons.  

Impalas are everywhere and I think of the phrase "youΩǾŜ seen one impala; 
you've seen them all".  They are the "McDonalds" of the bush in more ways 
than one.  Most carnivores eat impalas (lions prefer bigger game such as 
Cape Buffalo) and they have an "M" marking on their hindquarters - the 
original African "fast food".   We also find some spotted hyenas and the 
"other" vehicle spots the leopard again.  Mom and I miss a leopard again by 
forgetting and riding in the same vehicle.  

 

What I learned today and yesterday:  1.  The Big Five (and little five)....2.  What groups of animals are 
called...? 

1. Big Five:  Leopard, Lion, Cape Buffalo, Rhino, Elephant --- Little five:  Leopard Tortoise, Ant Lion, Buffalo 
Weaver, Rhino Beetle, Elephant Shrew 

 

 2.  What Groups of Animals are called:  pride of lions (females, males, cubs), coalition of lions (male only), 
clan of hyena, pack of wild dog, troop of baboons, an office of Secretary birds, flock of doves, covey of hens, 
school of bream, tower of giraffe's (if they are not moving), jenny of giraffe's (if they are moving) and my 
personal favorite- a dazzle of zebras. 
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We celebrate Mom's birthday while at Chobe and Thula arranges for a 
cake at dinner.  Before we left the US, I got Mom a special Birthday card 
- that I do not really get - but loved the lion theme on it.  I thought it was 
perfect for our trip.  I gave Mom a Korean face mask treatment which 
we both enjoy later in the trip and an activity of her choice once we 
reach Vic Falls at the end of the trip (African dance).  Michael sweats out 
two flat tires on his last morning game drive with half our group and 
they hustle to make the tire changes in 15 minutes flat (both), and he 
drives full tilt back to camp (fishtailing in the sandy turns) to make sure 
the entire group can catch our next flight out as a group.   

 

 

 

 

More about our OAT guide Thula 

Manzini: His name means "quiet 

one". His full name means "advocating 

for peace".  Thula is 33 years old, has 

been guiding since 1996, he has 8 

brothers and three sisters, is married to 

Busie, and has a ~5-year-old son Lenson 

and a baby girl due in January 2007.  He 

lives in Victoria Falls and is from 

Zimbabwe, has lived and worked in 

Zimbabwean (hotels and restaurants) and 

went to school through the age of 17. 
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Mudumo and Caprivi Strip in Namibia, October 10-13, 2006 : 

Land of the hippo on the Kwando River.  We fly in our first series of smaller planes (still a big one - 11-seater 
and one small 5-seater).  I had breakfast before flying along with a Dramamine to avoid motion sickness.  I felt 
awful - I should have skipped breakfast and will do that on future flying trips.  We flew to the Caprivi Strip 
region and Mudumo National Park in Namibia.  The Chobe river actually starts in Angola called 
the Cuando (Portuguese influence), turns into the Kwando river in Namibia, shifts to the name Linyante for a 
short period in Botswana and then to the Chobe name further downstream in Botswana and then flows into 
the Zambezi river at the end of its course.  A summary note about the Caprivi Strip;  in 1890, Germans traded 
Zanzibar to the British for the Caprivi Strip portion of land that leads to the Zambezi river.  The Germans 
wanted access to a navigable waterway (Zambezi river) that led to the Indian Ocean.  Unfortunately, the 
Germans signed the contract before knowing about the un-navigable Victoria Falls (Zambezi River) hurdle and 
then wanted to un-do the deal.  British said, "no way" and Germans were stuck.  Note:  know all the facts 
before signing on the dotted line! 

We stay at Lianshulu wilderness camp associated with the main Lianshulu lodge.  The way to get to our camp 
is long and convoluted.  I will try to describe it as simple as possible.  We fly to a dirt airstrip at the edge of the 
Kwando river where a boat is waiting for us.  We trudge across the Kalahari sands to reach the boats.  Then we 
float to the  Botswana border guard post (no pictures allowed) where the military is well-armed with guns and 
seem serious about stamping our passports.  A few of us sneak some photos (not me).  Our guide 
miscalculates the shoreline, and we bump into the riverbank knocking over Cecile (lands okay inside the boat) 
and others barely catch their balance.  Then we continued to the main Lianshulu lodge for lunch and feeding 
of the big croc.  

Finally, we head to the smaller Lianshulu wilderness camp.  On the return trip Bonnie pranks the group by 
secretly convincing a Botswana border patrol guard to escort her by the scruff of collar back to our boat.  We 
fall for this trick "hook, line and sinker" until she breaks out laughing along with the border guard.  

The Kwando river could have been the location for 
the movie "African Queen" starring Bogart and 
Hepburn.  I can completely imagine Bogart dragging 
our boat through the swampy reeds, scraping the 
leeches off his body, and sweat pouring off his 
head. We see a funny sausage tree and "fly" through 
the narrow river channels (called the Hippo 
Highway) observing hippos, crocs, and 
elephants.  The camp elephant is called "Lonesome 
George" and routinely makes a lonely daily 
appearance.  On the way back from an evening boat 
ride we pass some local villagers standing by a 
campfire along the river bank preparing to stay out 
all night fishing and getting eaten alive by the 
mosquitoes.  We are bombarded on the boat ride 
back every night by small black gnats.  As dusk 
settles the black gnats can coat your teeth if you are 
not careful.  Herb and Cecile use bug netting to 
avoid the black gnats in their faces and teeth.   

http://www.sa-venues.com/game-reserves/na_mudumu.htm
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Mom mumbles something about a whale as she cross checks her species checklist tonight, maybe the 
mosquitoes are giving her imagination a ride.  There is still joking about checking off the ostrich as we have not 
seen one yet. 
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My most memorable association with this park is the numerous black shiny bulbous shapes of the mighty 
hippos in the papyrus reed lined Kwando River channels and cultural interaction with local villagers and school 
children.  We see a vast number of hippos and at night they plod through our camp munching on the juicy 
grasses. Every night, I can hear the hippos chewing on the other side of our canvas room "walls".  Our rooms 
are equipped with transparent mosquito netting because there are lots of mosquitoes at this camp.  I am glad 
I am taking my malaria pills every night but do not like the vivid anxious filled dreams (side effect from the 
pills) that come along with them.  They are not really nightmares but silly dreams about running away from 
something or not getting a task done or people not understanding what I am trying to warn them about.  The 
names of our bug sprays are "Peaceful Night" for our skin, "Doom" for the whole room bug kill aerosol spray 
and mosquito coils that smoke the buggers out. Many other animals roam these swampy waterways including 
elephant, giraffe, and cape buffalo. 

 

 

 










































































