Mana Pools 2013
Planning for our Mana Pools trip started almost a year ago when my brother John secured
a long awaited booking at Mucheni #3 for 8 nights for early in July.
I wasn’t keen on taking the direct route up to Zimbabwe and going in through Beit Bridge
so Pippa and I went the long way around. Up through the Northern Cape, into Botswana
at Bokspits and then east across Botswana to Plumtree. The benefits of less traffic and
much easier border crossings easily made up for the extra 300 or so km that we travelled.
Especially with the journey up to Harare spread over 6 days.

An early morning view from
our camp site at Mucheni #3.
Mana from Heaven?

Cape Town to Molopo
We set off from Cape Town on 28 June feeling excited and
really looking forward to our trip up to Zim. The memories
of our adventures in and around Mabuasehube last year
did cause a bit of unease in both of us though .... we didn’t
want another broken trailer to contend with this time!
Our first day on the road was an easy drive from Cape
Town to Calvinia. We left mid morning and travelled up
the N7. The traffic through to Malmesbury was typically
heavy for that stretch. The only major hold up after that
was between Citrusdal and Clanwilliam where there are
still road works on the go.
We were lucky with our timing at the Stop/Go’s on the R27
going into Calvinia and got through them fairly quickly,
arriving at Die Blou Nartjie late that afternoon. We had
an early dinner and went to bed. All very pleasant and
comfortable. A good place to stop-over.
We had an early breakfast the next morning and were on
the road to our next stop at Molopo Lodge by 8:00am.
Another easy and uneventful day on the road. There were
a few Stop/Go’s leaving Calvinia but we weren’t held up
for long. The changing landscape and scenery heading
north was as fascinating as ever.
Molopo Lodge was comfortable and we had a decent
dinner but I felt it was starting to look a bit tired and the
staff didn’t seem quite as attentive as last year. Maybe just
an off night?

...and on through
Botswana
We had coffee and picked up a packed breakfast/lunch from
the dining room before leaving Molopo to be at the Bokspits
border post at the 8:00am opening time. We were the only
travellers there and were through both sides with minimal
fuss within half an hour. The South African authorities had
a quick look in the back of the Landy and in the trailer but
were polite and pleasant. What a pleasure!
The Molopo River road to Tsabong is fantastic. It’s in excellent
condition and the drive is easy and pleasant. Can one ever
get tired of the scenery? The red Kalahari sands to the north
and the lighter colours of the river bed on the southern side
of the road. It really is a beautiful part of the country.
Tsabong brought back some memories. When we went past
the Mabua turn-off I suggested to Pippa that we take that
route to Sekoma. She said she was game if I was ...... maybe
next time!
The A20 from Tsabong towards Sekoma was a lot narrower
and uneven than the Molopo River road for the first couple
of hours. Being ever mindful of the trailer I took it easy and
was never in danger of getting caught speeding!
We stopped for the night at the Cresta Jwaneng Hotel (used
to be Cesars). Nothing much to look at and certainly not
your bush type of lodge but it was comfortable and the
food was fantastic ...... their oxtail is probably the best I’ve
ever had!
The next day was a not so pleasant drive through Gaberone
to Phokoje Bush Lodge outside Selebi Phikwe. The road is
good but I didn’t enjoy the traffic and trucks. Phokoje was
a nice stop-over with very friendly and attentive staff. The
rondavel was clean and comfortable and I’d go back again.

...into Zimbabwe
We didn’t have far to travel to our next stop-over at
Shashani Lodge between Plumtree and Bulawayo.
The border crossing at Plumtree was a breeze and we
were through both sides in less than an hour.
Shashani Lodge is about 10 km off the A7 between Marula
and Figtree. It’s not on the Tracks4Africa map and neither
are the dirt roads getting there so we had to depend on
directions given on the booking confirmation. There’s
quite a steep climb up a kopje to get to the lodge and I
had no idea which way we’d be turning once we crested
the hill. That got the heart pumping a bit! Fortunately
there were no surprises when I could eventually see the
track again over the bonnet of the Landy!
Shashani is beautiful and the view towards the Matopos
is stunning. It is totally self catering but we had arrived
expecting to be able to get dinner! The internet sites said
self catering but that dinner, lunch and breakfast were
also available. The poor caretaker who greeted us was
very confused when Pippa asked him what time supper
would be served! Fortunately we had whiskey, wine and
some cheese and biscuits with us so we survived.
Another problem was wheelchair access. The internet site
said wheelchair-friendly. The lodge was and the chalet
was but getting from the lodge to the chalet was a major
challenge. Pippa lost a few kg getting me up and down
slopes and stairs. I gained a few more grey hairs! But it
was all well worth it.
We left early the next morning for Harare with a stop at
the Railway Museum in Bulawayo so that Pippa could
see some Bissett family history. This included her Great
grandfather’s letter of appointment as General Manager
of the Bechuanaland Railways Company signed by Cecil
John Rhodes in 1897.

...and on to Mana
at last!

After 2 very pleasant days with Pippa’s family in Harare we were finally off to Mana. We’d bought our
provisions while there as well as a new deep cycle battery to replace the one in the trailer which was
showing serious signs of terminal illness.
We met up with John, Judith and their 2 boys Warren and Brett at the Zim Parks office at Marongora at
about 11:00am. Pierre, Sarah and their 2 girls Samantha and Tess had spent a couple of days on a houseboat
on Kariba and were getting provisions there before meeting up with us in Mana.

After the torturous and bone rattling corrugations getting to the
reception office in Mana it was a relief to finally get to Mucheni at
about 3:00 that afternoon and set up camp. The trailer jinx continued
though. This time we’d lost our jockey wheel ...... I’d put money on it
being somewhere along the 30km stretch between the 2 entrance
gates going in to Mana! Fortunately an ammo box under the A frame
gave enough support while we were there so it wasn’t a major issue.
With tents finally up and a fire going it was time to settle down to a
whiskey or 2 and enjoy the view. And what a view it is! Photo’s can
capture moments in time and show the beauty of those moments.
But they can’t capture the atmosphere and the tranquillity of the
setting at Mucheni. Watching the flowing Zambezi with pods of hippo
starting to move upstream to the grassy banks while the sun set was
an unbelievable experience.

Harold the hyena introduced himself after our braai on the first night we were there.
We were getting ready to go to bed when we noticed him calmly walk into the camp
just beyond the fire. Quite an introduction to camping in the wild! Fortunately the
10 shinning torches were enough to convince him to move on. He and his friends
were regular night time visitors on the fringes of the camp after that.
My first night was quite an experience. I woke in the early hours of the morning
to what I thought was a desperately hungry Harold right outside our tent. What
sounded like a loud retching, growling noise had me convinced that I was about
to enter the food chain and that the thin canvas tent wasn’t going to be much of
a deterrent! Maybe I hadn’t washed my hands and face properly after eating and
the smell had got his attention? I buried myself deeper into the sleeping bag and
lay there with very wide eyes hoping for the sun to come up! When it eventually
did and the others started emerging from their tents I was amazed that nobody
else had heard anything. The general consensus was that it must have been hippo
feeding around our camp. Sound does carry a long way at night but that sounded
very close!
We were amazed at how comfortable the elephant were wandering around the
camp site area. Our first encounter with them was on day one.
Pippa and I had stayed at the camp to catch up after a week of being on the road
while the others went off on a drive. There was a lot to see and it was really pleasant
just sitting around and watching all the different animals browsing on the river
bank and around the camp. We noticed an elephant steadily making his way down
towards the river. At some point he seemed to notice us which sparked some interest
in him. He was still a couple of hundred meters away and I wasn’t concerned until he
seemed to quicken his pace and came straight towards us. He wasn’t showing any
sign of alarm or aggression but I have a very healthy respect for these large animals
and suggested to Pippa that we get into the car. She didn’t argue! The young chap
seemed almost disappointed. He kept coming but at a more leisurely pace and then
made his way past the Landy and around the tents to browse in the area to one side
of our camp. We got out of the car and sat quietly in the camp and watched from
there.
We had the pleasure of visits from various elephant every day and after our first
introduction we were very comfortable sitting around watching them. I’m sure they
were as curious about us as we were of them. John spent a lot of time during our
stay there getting up close and personal and not once did they show any sign of
irritation. An amazing experience.

Night two was the night of the lion!
We’d finished eating and were sitting around the fire chatting when
we heard a commotion upstream on the river bank. Sounded like
a hippo splashing into the river. Brett shone his spotlight in that
direction and picked up a whole bunch of tell tale yellow eyes
moving towards our camp. John shouted an instruction “Davey
get in your car!” There were a lot of Davey’s there because all 3
cars were filled very quickly. Pippa was the only one still outside
....... she was folding my chair to pack away in the back. I “politely”
told her to leave the ****ing chair and get in! It’s not often that
she responds positively to my headmaster voice but she did that
night thank goodness!
We switched our headlights on and there they were, probably
not much more than 50 meters away........ 7 lion calmly strolling
past us. What a sight! We couldn’t resist following them for a short
distance up the track toward Mucheni #4 before going back to
the camp. We tidied up quickly before going to bed. Very exciting!
Pierre and family were up early for a drive the next morning and
the rest of us followed an hour or so later. We met them on their
way back to camp and they told us that there was a lion kill near
the turn-off to BBC camp.
It didn’t take us long to get there. They weren’t that far off the
road and we had a reasonably good view of them feeding on the
kill ..... an Eland. There were 8 adults and 4 cubs. We wondered
whether it was the same pride that passed our camp the night
before? Mother and cubs might have been trailing and only called
in once the others had made the kill?
They fed off the Eland for 2 full days. We stopped off to watch
regularly during our morning and afternoon drives but getting
decent photos was difficult because of the tall grass. I was lucky
with this one!

The action hotted up on the third morning after the kill. By then there were quite
a few hyena and vultures that had gathered to pick up the scraps. We were lucky
enough to get there early and witness the action.
The hyena were by then very eager to get their bit and were making repeated
advances toward the kill only to be chased off again by the lion. Vultures too started
taking up closer positions. Backwards and forwards with lots of yipping and yelping
the hyena kept trying to get to the carcass.
Eventually after about an hour of this we noticed the pride starting to move off into
the bushes with their cubs. Two females stayed behind to chase off any advancing
hyena. It wasn’t long though before they both turned and followed the rest of the
pride. Was their last stand just a diversionary tactic to give the rest of the pride time
to get the cubs away?
And then the game was on! The scrambling and fighting amongst the hyena was
incredible. They dragged the carcass across the veld and then across the track and it
didn’t take them too long to devour what was left.
A young bull elephant was by this time obviously fed up with all the noise and
commotion and charged a couple of hyena that were close to him. They retreated
at first and then turned on him. It was surprising and amusing to see him back off!

The next couple of days were relatively unexciting from a game viewing point of view. How do you
top the spectacle of the lion kill and the aftermath?
To be honest though I was quite happy just parking off in our camp. There was always more than
enough happening around there to keep me occupied. Lots of hippo and crocodile in the river. The
ever present impala and waterbuck. We also had a couple of kudu close to the camp. And of course
plenty of elephant. It was fascinating watching them cross the Zambezi to get across to Zambia.
Warren and Brett did a fair bit of fishing from the river bank. There was great excitement when they
caught their first tiger!
We tried a few different routes on our drives. The view from Mana Mouth was fantastic and we had a
couple of nice bird sightings there. We also spotted a couple of buffalo that had come down from the
escarpment.
We went to New Ndungu to have a look at the camp site. Not a place that I’d like to camp in. It’s a very
small camp site surrounded by dense bush. From what we could see even the view of the river was
largely obstructed. Getting a trailer in there and having space to turn could be a challenge.

And all too soon our
stay was coming to
an end

We’d heard that there’d been a sighting of wild dog on the Zebra loop so decided to get
an early start on our final day in Mana and drive that route. We didn’t see the wild dog but
Warren and Brett spotted another lion kill not far from the Hippo Pools. There weren’t any
other vehicles around so I guess we were the first to see it.
This was a much bigger pride. We counted 14 lion and 3 or 4 cubs. We watched for an hour
or so and in all that time the male lying in front hardly moved. He’d obviously had first go
at the buffalo and had gorged himself into a stupor. Not the most dignified pose for the
cameras!
Not a lot had changed when we went back later in the afternoon. The scavengers hadn’t
even arrived yet. A pity we weren’t going to be there over the next few days to see the
spectacle when they did.

And so our time after a fantastic week in Mana
came to an end. We’d hoped to get away by
about 8:00 in the morning but Pippa and I
were a bit slow getting ourselves organised
and it was probably closer to 9:30 by the time
we got going. John and family had a helluva
drive ahead of them aiming for Bulawayo. They
got there but only well into the evening. Sorry
guys! We’ll get better at this.....practice makes
perfect!
Pippa and I got back to Jill and Ant in Harare
at about 5:00. As sorry as I was to leave Mana
I really enjoyed my first proper bath in over a
week. The whiskey that Ant poured wasn’t too
shabby either!

We spent 3 more days in Harare with Jill and Ant. It was really nice staying with them again
and being spoilt by their typically Zimbabwean hospitality! Great also to get together with
other members of our families including Pippa’s brother Roy and sister-in-law Martha and my
cousin Carol and her husband Tom. A pity though that we weren’t able to see a couple of my
old friends from way back when. Next time.
Roy took Pippa and I off the morning after we got back from Mana to find a new jockey wheel
for the trailer. We were lucky to find one quickly and Roy used his impressive new set of tools
to fit it for me! Thank you Roy.
All too soon it was time to head south on our journey home. We’d booked 3 nights at the
Mazhou camp site in Mapungubwe and I’d originally planned to go via Plumtree and Botswana
and cross into South Africa at the Zanzibar border post (Pont Drif is closed after being damaged
in the floods earlier this year). It would have meant 2 long days on the road though and I
was worried about delays on the Harare/Bulawayo stretch due to the road works. In the end
we decided to bite the bullet and go via Beit Bridge with an over night stop at the Lion and
Elephant Motel.
It was a good decision. The Lion and Elephant is still a great place to stop. Comfortable rooms,
good food and friendly staff. Pity about the road getting there from Harare though. Not the
best for quite long stretches and it needs some serious attention. Maybe it’s on the list of things
to do after they’ve finished with the Bulawayo road?
We left the Lion and Elephant at about 8:00 in the morning for Beit Bridge, both of us worried
about what we would encounter at the border. Our experience there last year was terrible and
it took us well over 3 hours to get through then. This year was a different story though. We were
through both sides within an hour and our biggest hold up was on the bridge between the 2
border posts where a great big pantech nearly wiped us out.
There were a few cars queued at the SA police gate to the border post and I stupidly let the
pantech cross in front of me onto the bridge (he was coming from the SA side). The fool tried
to cut the corner too closely so that he could let his mate (in another great big pantech) follow
behind him. He was within inches of us before he finally realised that he’d cut it too fine and
wouldn’t be able to make the turn. I’d tried to pull in closer to the kerb to get away from him but
there still wasn’t enough room. Finally one of the policemen from the gate came over to try and
sort things out. He asked me to reverse but that wasn’t an option....... my reversing skills with
a trailer are hopeless at the best of times. Being sandwiched in like that certainly didn’t inspire
me with the confidence to try. The driver of the pantech was obviously as unskilled as me
because he wasn’t going to try and reverse either. Stalemate! It ended up with the policeman
guiding me up onto the kerb (within inches of the barrier on that side) so that I could move
forward and finally out of the jam. A scary moment.
We got to Mazhou in the early afternoon after stopping off in Musina to pick up food and
stuff needed for our 3 nights there. There was a detour through some farmlands to get to
Mapungubwe main gate because of flood damage to a bridge and the road to the Mazhou
turn-off near Pont Drif is a mess with potholes but we had plenty of time so we could afford to
take it easy. We spent the afternoon setting up camp and settling in.

We didn’t go to Mapungubwe with the expectation of seeing a lot of game. We wanted
to go back there simply because we enjoyed the atmosphere so much last year and the
Mazhou camp site is such a great place to just relax and enjoy time out.
I’d been looking forward to spending some time at the Maloutswa Hide but unfortunately
that’s also been damaged by the floods and was closed. There aren’t any other decent
viewing points in the area and our couple of drives around that part of the park and along
the river road weren’t very fruitful in terms of game viewing. We saw quite a lot of bird life
but most often they were too far away to get a good view.
We also took a drive through to the tree walk on the Limpopo. Most of it’s still intact but the
final viewing point was damaged and closed to the public. Once again very little game to
be seen but still an enjoyable drive through the park. The landscape is fascinating.
Our time at Mapungubwe was soon over and it was time to head back home. We both
enjoyed our time there. Sad to see all the damage from the floods though.
Our first stop after Mapungubwe was an overnight stay with Pippa’s brother Neil in Jo’burg.
It was great seeing Neil and Liz again. We travelled with them through Chobe and Zimbabwe
last year so I think they were quite interested to hear about our Mana trip.
Jo’burg isn’t a place that I’ve driven in much so I was a bit nervous about the roads and
traffic getting onto the N1 and heading south when we left Neil. I was pleasantly surprised
though. Even at 8:00 in the morning the traffic moved quickly and freely and the roads were
well signed so we had no problem finding our way out. Excellent directions to get us going
Neil.....Thank you.

We hadn’t planned or booked a stop-over between Jo’burg and Cape Town and planned to
keep going until we got tired.
We made good time (in spite of all the trucks) and only had one brief scare. About an hour out
of Bloemfontein I looked in the rear view mirror and noticed that our Oz tent was missing from
the top of the trailer. My first thought was ....oh hell there goes R 8 000! My second thought was
that I hoped it hadn’t caused any damage to whoever was behind us when it fell off. Perhaps
my thoughts should have been the other way around?!! Anyway, while I was pulling off the
road Pippa looked behind and saw that the tent had slipped down the side of the trailer but
was still being held by the straps. Phew! We stopped and strapped it tightly back in place and
checked on it regularly for the rest of the trip home.
We eventually stopped for the night at the Karoo National Park outside Beaufort West. Good
going and it meant an easy last day home to Cape Town.
It was our first visit there and we were both impressed with the facilities and the park. The
Karoo really is a special place. I do feel that their prices are a bit steep though. We’d like to go
back and spend more time there but will do it when the weather is warmer and we can camp.
And so we finally got back to Cape Town a day short of being 4 weeks away. Nice to be back
in the comfort of one’s own home but we didn’t enjoy the change in temperature from the
warmer weather up north. A view of snow on the mountains driving towards the Hex River
valley might have been very beautiful but is was also damn cold!
It was a fantastic holiday and Mana Pools is truly an amazing place. I really hope that we get the
opportunity to go back sometime in the not too distant future.

