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AGE 32

INFO After completing an undergraduate

degree in environmental economics, Stephen
has spent eight years working the wildlife
safari industry in the national parks of South
Africa, Uganda and Zambia. To date, he has
travelled and adventured through 71 countries
in the pursuit of wilderness areas and wildlife.
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STEPHEN CUNLIFFE REVEALS PLACES AROUND THE
WORLD THAT YOU MAY NOT HAVE CONSIDERED VISITING
FOR THE ULTIMATE WILDLIFE WATCHING ADVENTURE

ay the word
‘safari’ and people
will immediately
conjure up images of
wildebeest and zebra migrating
en masse across the plains of east
Africa, but in reality this is only
the tip of the proverbial iceberg.
There is no denying that the
Serengeti, Maasai Mara and
Okavango Delta contain some of
the greatest wildlife concentrations
on earth and they are, quite rightly,
among the planet’s leading wildlife
viewing destinations. There is also
no disputing that these are world
class safari options; however, this
means they are also some of the
most well known, and consequently
most visited safari destinations.
Why not think outside the box,
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escape the crowds and enjoy
a more unique safari option
by getting off the beaten track?
At first glance a wildlife safari
doesn’t sound like everybody’s
cup of tea. Why would you want
to travel halfway around the world,
spending large sums of money
in the process and using up your
valuable leave, simply to look at
wild animals? But what if you didn’t
necessarily need to travel all the
way to Africa? What if there were
safaris and destinations to suit

l
e
v
a
r
T
l
a
Re

©

every budget, from backpacking
students to wealthy business
people? What if we were to tell you
the wildlife safari and ecotourism
industries are the fastest growing
and most popular component of
the global travel industry? However,
be warned: a safari holiday (along
with its time honoured tradition
of ‘sun-downer’ drinks) can be
highly addictive and life changing.
Safari opportunities are most
certainly not restricted to bouncing
around in the back of a vehicle over
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“A SAFARI HOLIDAY, ALONG WITH ITS
TIME HONOURED TRADITION OF ‘SUNDOWNER’ DRINKS, CAN BE HIGHLY
ADDICTIVE AND LIFE CHANGING”
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hot, dusty roads looking for lions
and elephants. Why not forego the
safari vehicle, for example, in favour
of viewing wildlife from a boat,
a canoe, on foot, on horseback,
elephant back, or even from a
hot air balloon? The opportunities
are virtually endless.
While Africa is world famous
for its wildlife viewing and
scenic beauty, there are safari
opportunities on most continents
of the world. A definitive guide
to the full range of global safari
opportunities would fill a thick
book, but here follows a safariteaser with a selection of lesser
known yet no less high quality
safari suggestions from around
the globe to whet your appetite
for wildlife.
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S

pirits were sagging
after three hours
of trekking through
dense forest, at times
scrambling up steep slopes while
trying to avoid the vicious bites
of safari ants. But then we heard
the trackers utter the two words
we had all been longing for:
“Gorillas ahead!”
Excitement mounted as we
pulled out our cameras and
deposited our excess baggage with
the porters, before slowly sneaking
forward. A bush moved ahead and

the trackers began to imitate
sounds uttered by the gorillas
to let them know that we were
approaching. Suddenly a huge
silverback, the dominant male
of the gorilla family, stepped out
from behind a bush and we were
greeted by the awesome sight
of one of our closest living
relatives just five metres away.
The excitement boiled over: I was
in complete awe. It’s a memory that
will stay with me as long as I live.
Uganda, known as the ‘Pearl
of Africa’, is a little known safari
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destination in Africa. It holds a
staggering diversity of wildlife,
including the world class primate
viewing it is best known for.
For many, the experience of
spending an hour sitting with
a family of gorillas is life changing.
As you quietly absorb the spectacle
of a young gorilla terrorizing its
sister and watch the ‘human’ fingers
of a mother grooming her infant,
there’s absolutely no doubting that
gorillas and chimpanzees are our
closest relatives.
Habituated mountain gorillas in
Bwindi, chimpanzees in Kibale and
endangered golden monkeys in
Mgahinga are not the only reasons
to visit Uganda. According to
Patrick Shah, owner of Far Horizon
Safaris in Kampala, “the Pearl is
undeniably a Mecca for primate
viewing safari goers, but it also
harbours spectacular savannah
parks such as Queen Elizabeth,
Murchison Falls and the remote
wilderness of Kidepo Valley.”
Patrick hastens to add, “best of
all, a Ugandan safari is considerably
more affordable than safaris to
the more discovered destinations
across Africa.”
Info: www.visituganda.com

ZAMBIA IN A CANOE

T

he canoes float
slowly and silently
downstream, while
up ahead a breeding
herd of elephants swim trunk to
tail across a river channel before
splashing over a shallow sandbar.
A pod of hippos grunts before
vacating its resting spot to yield
right of way to the elephants.
The commotion causes a large
crocodile to slip noiselessly from
his sunny sandbank into the cool
water. The scenery is spectacular
and the canoes quiet – no diesel
engines, no feelings of intruding
on nature. Canoeing on the
Zambezi is truly an unparalleled
African safari experience.
The Zambezi River separates
Zambia’s Lower Zambezi National
Park from Zimbabwe’s Mana Pools
National Park, but in reality the river
forms the life-giving heart of a huge
trans-frontier wilderness area.
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In places, the Zambezi River
stretches over a mile wide and is
composed of a maze of waterways
and sandy albida tree covered
islands. The myriad channels that
comprise the river on its easterly
journey towards the Indian Ocean
are suited for outstanding half- and
full-day canoe trips. Water-based
wildlife viewing safaris specifically
focus on these shallow channels
that are only accessible by canoe,
and experienced, licensed guides
lead the canoes in single file down
the winding channels.
Zambia’s best game viewing is
done during the height of the dry
season, from July to October,
when thirst drives large numbers
of elephants, buffalo and antelope
(and predators) to the perennial
waters of the Zambezi. Elephant
herds can swell to 200 strong as
they come to satisfy their thirst,
wallow in the mud and cavort in

©

bizarre beast lurked
on the outskirts of the
camp, looking like a
hybrid between a dog
and a cat. On closer inspection,
it could have been the impossible
result of a puma mating with a
genet! Next, the strange creature
took to the trees with an agility
that would have impressed a
leopard. This extraordinary
animal is the fossa; a carnivore
perfectly adapted for preying
on leaping lemurs. Madagascar’s
largest predator is usually highly
secretive and difficult to observe
with the exception of a few
semi-habituated individuals
that frequent the safari camp
in Kirindy-Mitea National Park.
Madagascar is arguably the
ultimate worldwide biodiversity
hotspot, which includes in excess
of 800 endemic vertebrate species.
This immense Indian Ocean island
is well known for its ‘wildlife
weirdness’ resulting from 60 million
years of evolutionary isolation.
Creatures big and small will enthral
safari goers, from the extraordinarily
strange looking giraffe-necked
weevil to the cute and cuddly
looking lemurs. Everyone who
visits this truly magical island is
captivated by its scenic beauty,
stunning beaches, diverse marine
life and unique wildlife.
Info: www.madagascar.org.uk/
info.html
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“ELEPHANTS COME TO SATISFY THEIR
THIRST, WALLOW IN MUD AND CAVORT
IN THE WATER; OVERHEAD AN AFRICAN
FISH EAGLE FLOATS DOWN THE RIVER”
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the refreshing water; overhead
the unmistakable cry of an African
fish eagle floats down the river
completing the scene. From the
canoe, you feel an unobtrusive and
privileged spectator of their antics.
Zambia is the new African safari
hotspot and deserves a visit in the
near future before word spreads
and more people discover this gem
of a destination. An astounding
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he stars fade as a
deep red spreads
across the eastern
sky heralding the
start of another day in wild
Africa. A gust of wind drags the
basket on its side a short distance
over the desert sand. We crouch
in the basket and hold on with
white knuckles. This is my first
experience in a hot air balloon,
but as the burner fires and we lift
off the ground, my nervousness
evaporates to be replaced by
a sense of awe. We float slowly

38 per cent of Zambia’s surface area,
the highest in Africa, is devoted to
formally protected wildlife areas.
Safari opportunities abound, with
world-renowned Luangwa Valley,
Kafue National Park and hidden
secrets like Africa’s second largest
wildebeest migration in the remote
Liuwa Plains. Zambian safaris have
all the wildlife without the crowds.
Info: www.zambiatourism.com
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upwards and a gentle breeze
propels us west over the
spectacular Sossousvlei
dune fields of Namibia’s
Namib-Naukluft National Park.
The breaking dawn and early
morning light slowly turn the
endless sea of sand every shade
of orange and red. A herd of desert
adapted oryx plod across the sand
below and remain unaware of our
presence as we drift over them,
then the burner fires. They turn
and trot off in the direction of a
herd of springbok enjoying the
early warmth that has vanquished
another cold desert night. What
appears a stunningly beautiful
wasteland at first glance is, on
closer inspection, actually teeming
with superbly adapted wildlife.
We drift on, enjoying our
exclusive aerial vantage point.
Hues of red fade into shades
of orange. Feelings of awe and
amazement are replaced by those
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of wonder and elation. Ballooning
is a unique safari experience.
Hot air balloon safaris were
pioneered in Kenya’s Maasai Mara
to allow avid safari goers to follow
the progress of the migrations.
Over time, their availability has
spread to other African countries
where suitable conditions allow
for a truly spectacular and
memorable safari viewpoint.
Namibia is a fascinating country
with massive habitat diversity and
abundant wildlife. An unparalleled
range of environments and safari
experiences exist, from stunning
dry landscapes of the Namib Desert
and Skeleton Coast to the worldrenowned Etosha Pan and lush
Caprivi Strip. The country also
has an excellent infrastructure that
caters for all budgets and allows
self-drive safari visitors to take full
advantage of the country’s superb
array of safari destinations.
Info: www.namibiatourism.com.na
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■ A wildlife-rich Zambezi River canoe safari,
Zambia/Zimbabwe

■ Viewing Indian one-horned rhinos and
royal Bengal tigers in Royal Chitwan, Nepal

■ Trekking to view Mountain Gorillas and
Chimpanzees, Uganda/Rwanda

■ An Amazonian safari to view pink
freshwater dolphins, capybaras and
anacondas, Peru/Bolivia/Brazil

■ Taking a ‘walk on the wild side’ safari in the
Selous or Ruaha, southern Tanzania

■ Exploring South America’s Pantanal, Brazil

■ Looking for lemurs and other endemic
wildlife, Madagascar

■ A safari to view bears catching spawning
salmon, Alaska

■ Tracking down tigers on elephant-back in
Bandhavgarh, India

■ A boat-based safari to see penguins and
the last great wilderness on earth, Antarctica
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colony of sea lions
sun themselves
on a pristine white
sand beach, while
prehistoric-looking marine
iguanas spray salt loudly from
their nostrils. Giant tortoises
lumber over the volcanic islands
in search of food, while bluefooted boobies perform strange
stiff-legged mating dances.
Galapagos penguins waddle
over the rocks at the ocean’s
edge before disappearing
into the sea, while wandering
albatrosses look on from their
cliff-top nests high above.
These scenes constitute the
distinctive wilderness area of the
Galapagos Islands archipelago.
It is an exceptional safari destination
that delights safari goers on land,
while amply rewarding those brave
enough to venture underwater.

It even rivals Madagascar for
sheer number of endemic species;
however, most astonishingly and
best of all, the animals and birds
have no inherent fear of humans.
The result is spectacular wildlife
viewing experiences at close range.
Info: www.galapagos-islands.net

he river ran red
– not with blood, but
with sockeye salmon.
The pink tide moved
against the swift current as
thousands of fish battled their
way upstream to return to the
breeding grounds where they
were spawned five years before.
The brown bears, also known as
grizzlies, were there and waiting;
waiting to take advantage of an
abundant and nutritious food
source. This glut of food during
the summer months causes
brown bears to congregate in
dramatically high concentrations
as they take advantage of the
seasonal salmon run.
This is Katmai National Park, the
largest grizzly reserve in the world,
in southwest Alaska. It is the land
of the midnight sun in summer with
ample daylight to ensure unlimited

e waded waist deep
through murky water
as we pushed deeper
into the Pampas.
A caiman slipped into the water
ahead of us and disappeared.
You had to ask yourself, is this
a sensible activity?
We were on safari in the swamps
and tributaries that constitute
the headwaters of Brazil’s mighty
Amazon River. Having spent the
previous afternoon fishing (and
catching) piranhas in the same area,
we were not watching as a caiman
disappeared into the water ahead
of us, and yet we continued our
search for the iconic Amazonian
snake… the anaconda.
Eventually, we did find a couple
of relatively small anacondas
(just two to three metres long),
and thankfully discovered that not
everything about an Amazonian
safari was that terrifying. We were
fortunate to see pink freshwater
dolphins on a couple of occasions
and brave souls were permitted
to hop overboard (into the piranhaand caiman-infested river again!)
and swim with them. We never did
manage to see the illusive jaguar or

wildlife viewing. Alaska is bear
country, but other land, marine
and avian species abound here:
seals, otters, porpoises, orcas,
whales, foxes and numerous bird
rookeries. Kenai Fjords and Lake
Clark are highly recommended.
This beautiful region can be
explored with any combination
of activities, using houseboats as
a base and then setting out by
plane, on foot or by sea kayak.
Info: www.travelalaska.com

owering icebergs
exhibiting every
shade of translucent
blue, gigantic glaciers
that dwarf the expedition ship,
white landscapes of indescribable

Brazilian tapir, but we did record
excellent sightings of the world’s
largest rodent, the bizarre-looking
capybara, and sightings of some of
Brazil’s 100-plus primate species.
A South American safari would
certainly not be complete without
exploring the internationally
renowned Pantanal. It covers
195,000 square kilometres at peak
water levels, making the Pantanal
the world’s sixth largest wetland
and a UNESCO World Heritage Site.
The vast majority of the floodplains
are located within Brazil, although
they do also spill into Bolivia and
Paraguay. Home to more than
1,000 bird species, 400 fish species
and 300 mammals, this should be
a Mecca for ardent safari goers.
Info: www.brazil.org.uk

NEPAL ON ELEPHANT
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INDIA ON ELEPHANT

A

rustle in the grass 15
metres ahead hinted
at the imminent
possibility of our
first tiger encounter. The mahout
manipulated our elephant and
he cautiously approached to
within a few metres of the area
of disturbance. Suddenly the
grass parted and we were face
to face with Asia’s super predator.
Sitting atop an elephant allowed
us to see down into the grass and
afforded an excellent view of two
young tigers at play under the
watchful eye of their mother.
Tracking tigers with elephants
is a sensational experience.
The Indian safari experience is
not solely elephant based and, in
fact, the majority of wildlife viewing
is conducted in jeeps; however,
elephants allow mahouts to locate
tigers hidden deep within the park.
Keen safari goers are afforded the
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chance to climb onto the elephants,
enabling them to view concealed
tigers that would otherwise have
remained elusive. Indian specialist
guide Garth Hovel, believes that
“no matter how many times you
have been to Africa to track big
cats, you’ll never be satisfied until
you have seen a tiger in the wild”.
(privateguideworldwide@yahoo.com)
Indian safaris aren’t just about
tigers: there is a wide array of parks
offering realistic chances of viewing
a range of predators, such as Asiatic
lions, leopard, Asiatic jackal, Bengal
fox and striped hyena. Herbivores
are well represented by the spotted
deer, sambal, gaur, Indian elephant
and illusive rhinoceros. Garth adds:
“Avid African safari goers will
be pleasantly surprised by the
similarities between the flora
and fauna of Africa and India”.
In central India, Bandhavgarh,
Kanha and Pench are ideal for
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maximising the chance of viewing
tigers in the wild, while Nagarhole
Park is the place to visit in southern
India. Sunderbans, in West Bengal,
is famous for its tigers and unique
mangrove setting, and Garth’s final
tip would be Bengal’s Jaldapara,
undoubtedly India’s best place to
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see the Indian one horned rhino.
Garth cautions that Ranthambore
has suffered from heavy poaching
during the last few years, but that
a rich cultural history remains, with
shrines, temples and forts entwined
in the safari and wildlife experience.
Info: www.incredibleindia.org

“IN INDIA, A RICH CULTURAL HISTORY
REMAINS, WITH SHRINES, TEMPLES
AND FORTS ENTWINED IN THE SAFARI
AND WILDLIFE EXPERIENCE”

W

hen we saw the
elephant grass
towering above us
and, in some places,
even exceeding five metres in
height, we wondered how we
could ever hope to locate a rhino.
But the answer was quite simple.
To overcome the problems of
elephant grass, why not use
domesticated elephants?
Trained elephants are an ideal
way to conquer this overgrown
environment and thus ensure
some high quality wildlife viewing
opportunities, not to mention a
highly memorable way of viewing
the area’s endangered greater one
horned rhinos. A 2008 estimate put

the prehistoric-looking Indian
rhino population at 408, making
Royal Chitwan National Park the
best place in Asia to view these
magnificent armour-plated
creatures from a bygone era.
This 932 square kilometre
World Heritage Site is also a crucial
stronghold for the royal Bengal
tiger, which is on any visitor’s list
of highly desirable wildlife sightings.
Fortunate safari visitors might also
view the spotted chital (along with
three other deer species), leopard,
sloth bear, wild boar, white stocking
gaur (the world’s largest wild cattle),
rhesus monkey and grey langur
monkey, and wild dog, while the
numerous swampy areas and
oxbow lakes provide an ideal
refuge for marsh crocodiles.
Visitors can choose between
seven lodges within Chitwan or
countless options outside the park.
Nature walks, canoe rides and
vehicle-based safaris are on offer
in addition to the elephant-back
safaris. Safari goers are strongly
advised to avoid the monsoon
season taking place from late June
until September.
Info: www.welcomenepal.com
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USA AND
CANADA
BY CANOE

W

ith a rucksack slung
over my back and
an inverted canoe
resting squarely on
my shoulders, it was difficult to
look too far ahead. I concentrated
on the careful placement of my
feet to ensure I didn’t stumble
during the short portage from
lake to lake. Then an odd sound
caused me to raise the canoe and
look up: a moose headed down
the trail straight towards us.
I hurriedly detoured into the
bush and gave him right of way.
He plodded past me and then
we continued on our separate
ways. Five minutes later, with
our canoes back in the water,
we paddled past a family of white
tailed deer as we headed deeper
into a huge wilderness area.
Northern Minnesota’s Boundary
Waters and Canada’s Quetico
Provincial Park form a huge transfrontier canoe safari area making
up a jigsaw puzzle of lakes, rivers
and portages that can keep even
the most adventurous canoe safari
fanatic occupied for many weeks.
Yellowstone might be North
America’s oldest national park and
Smoky Mountains the continent’s
most visited national park but, as
long-time Minnesota resident Ken
Westphal says, “why not consider
somewhere a little less crowded,
where the howling of wolves lulls
your weary body to sleep after an
exciting day’s canoe safari?” If you
feel the same way, then check out
www.boundarywaters.com for all
you need to put together a safari
between June and September.
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■ Malaria tablets and mosquito repellent
■ Basic first aid kit
■ Binoculars
■ Still or video camera
■ Hat and sunglasses
■ Sunscreen
■ Torch/Flashlight
■ Neutral coloured clothing
■ Windbreaker/Rain jacket
■ Comfortable walking shoes
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beauty, bountiful marine life
and thriving wildlife.”
This is Antarctica as described
by environmental scientist and
polar guide Claudia Holgate,
who hastens to add, “this is the
last great wilderness on earth
and an expedition to view the
enormous penguin rookeries
and plentiful wildlife on and
around the Antarctic Peninsula is
a once-in-a-lifetime experience.”
Check out www.silversea.com for
luxury Antarctic safaris. While there
are no budget options when it
comes to visiting the continent of
ice during the brief arctic summer
season, those at Quark Expeditions
(www.quarkexpeditions.com/
antarctic) believe it’s a place of
exciting possibilities and not as
out of reach as people might think.
Why not check out their range of
itineraries before you write off the
ultimate wilderness destination
that acts like a magnet to safari
aficionados from around the world?

New safari opportunities continue to appear
and evolve around the globe. The trick is to
identify new safari destinations and their
spectacular safari activities before they
become common knowledge. Here is a quick
heads up on two incredible options that
will soon be available as local infrastructure
develops, so be sure to get there long before
news spreads to the safari masses.
In Asia, permits will soon be available
for a fortunate few dedicated safari goers
to trek and view habituated panda bears
reintroduced into China’s national parks.
Back in Africa, Gabon might soon become
the off-the-beaten-track safari destination
of choice, especially with coastal Loango
National Park that astonishingly boasts
beach-frequenting elephants and body
surfing hippos!
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