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VALLEY
SERVICE
In the south of Zambia, where the great Zambezi River slips out of the 
country and winds east toward the Indian Ocean, there lies a gem of 
a National Park. Once the domain of poachers, the last 20 years have 
seen a dramatic transformation in its fortunes, turning it into one of 
Africa’s crown jewels. Stephen Cunliffe, a former safari guide in the 
park, explains just what makes the Lower Zambezi so special.
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Paddling back to Chongwe River 
Camp after a day on the river
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At the height of the dry season 
it is difficult to explore the park 
on foot without encountering a 
hundred elephants or more.

Sunset brings a last 
flurry of activity before 

carmine bee-eaters settle 
down for the night.

Left: The elegant serval prowls 
the valley floor after dark.

Below: Lions are 
perfectly competent, if 

reluctant, swimmers.
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Lower Zambezi

The tigerfi sh (Hydrocynus forskalii) is common in the waters of the Lower 
Zambezi. This fi erce predator, with its distinctive protruding teeth, is considered 
by many to be the best freshwater sport angling fi sh in the world, with the 
current record standing at 16.10kg. The greatest challenge is to catch a 
‘tiger’, as they are known, using a fl y rod. One technique is to fl oat slowly with 
the current and cast into the swirling eddies formed downstream of natural 
obstructions, such as branches and sandbanks. The fi sh may take the fl y so 
savagely that fi ngers are burnt as the line is torn from the reel, and puts up an 
acrobatic display in an attempt to shake free – often succeeding in doing so. 

Most lodges along the river offer tiger fi shing and cater for both serious 
anglers and fi rst-timers. Standard tackle, including fl y rods, is provided, 
though serious fl y fi shermen (and women) may wish to bring their own gear. 
Other fi sh on this stretch of the Zambezi include bream, chessa and vundu
(Heterobranchus longifi lis), a huge catfi sh that can exceed 40kg. Note that all 
reputable operators pursue a strict ‘catch-and release’ policy.

TIGER TALES

Sundowners on the Zambezi 
is a time-honoured ritual.

The serious teeth of a tiger fi sh 
are best kept at arm’s length.
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And everyone, 
whether twitcher 
or not, is awed 
by colonies of 
hundreds of 
carmine bee-
eaters tunnelling 
into the steep 
banks of the 
Zambezi.

Elephants are ubiquitous on 
the Lower Zambezi, whether 
browsing on the bank or 
swimming across the river, 
trunks aloft like snorkels.
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The Lower Zambezi has become renowned for 
close encounters with wildlife. Marek Petzer,
a photojournalist based in Lusaka, recalls 
how one such moment will stay with him.
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’ve been fortunate enough to have 
visited the valley several times over 
the past decade, and each time I 

leave, my predominant emotion has 
been one of relief: relief that I am still 
alive. My memories are haunted by close 
encounters with animals that could do 
me serious damage. And, disturbingly, 
it’s inside the impeccably appointed 
lodges that these encounters have 
been closest. You see, the permanent 
residents of the park don’t let a minor 
thing such as a 12-bedded lodge get in 
the way of their ‘survival of the fi ttest’ 
lifestyle. Many is the time that lions or 
leopards have chased down their prey 
through camp, buffalo have ambushed 
me on the lawn, or – just as I’m nursing 
my much-needed drink at the bar – an 
elephant has wandered up to shake the 
very tree that it is built around. My bar! 
There it is hoovering up pods for lunch 
while the ice rattles uncontrollably in my 
glass. At least the camps provide escorts 
to and from your tents or chalets at night 

– which is just as well, since that’s when 
our friend the hippo, whose toothy grin 
accounts for more human fatalities than 
any other animal in Africa, moves in to 
mow the lawns. 

One particular incident stands out 
in my memory. I was wandering back 
to the bar at Sausage Tree Camp after 
shooting some tent interiors when I 
pulled up short: a small herd of large 
elephants was heading the same way. I 
saw all the other guests gathered in the 
dining area. First thought: go to a tent. 
Second thought: hang on, there are great 
pictures to be had. Third thought: where 
can I hide? I made for some steps cut 
into the riverbank leading down to the 
boats and canoes. There I stood with just 
my head above the bank, waiting for the 
perfect shot. 

That’s when things went pear-shaped: 
one large bull, who must have noticed 
me going down the steps, strolled over 
to check things out. OK, where now? 
Crocodile-infested river behind me, 

elephants in front. I went right down to 
the canoes, jumped into the fi rst and 
stepped into the next until I was in the 
one furthest from the steps. But still I 
was feeling very exposed. The bank was 
about two metres high, so I reckoned the 
best thing would be to move to the front 
of the canoe and hug the bank – which I 
literally did. Over the din of my thudding 
heart I could hear the elephant snuffl ing 
a mere foot or so above my head. I 
froze. After a couple of days – or was it 
seconds – I heard a call from the dining 
area: “Marek, move to the right, there’s 
a gulley you can come up.” Speed was 
essential: I sloshed through the mud, 
clambered up the gulley and peered over 
the top. The elephants were still there, 
very close. “Wait,” called Jason, the 
camp owner. But too late: I bolted for the 
dining room. Just made it. “Wondered if 
you were going to get out of that one,” 
said a cheerful guest. Jason just shook 
his head. 

Never did get that dining room shot.  
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An uninvited guest
CHONGWE RIVER CAMP
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Nature on the Lower Zambezi comes in many different 
guises, from the savagery of lions pulling down a kudu to 
the serenity of a morning spent drifting downstream.
BOTH PICTURES: STEPHEN CUNLIFFE



LOWER ZAMBEZI: 
Where to stay
There is a good choice of 
accommodation, from lodges to 
campsites, situated both inside 
the park and in the Chiawa Game 
Managament Area (GMA) to the 
west. With advance booking and a 
4WD, you can drive yourself into any 
of these, but most people arrange 
for a transfer by road or air.

Lower Zambezi
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Above: A lucky game drive may turn up wild dogs.

 Left: A snoozing hippo acquires some passengers.
BOTH IMAGES STEPHEN CUNLIFFE

West of the National Park (in the Chiawa GMA)
 1  Kiambi Lower Zambezi www.kiambi.co.za

 2  Kanyemba Lodge www.kanyemba.com

 3  Wild Tracks Adventure Camp info@wildtracks.info 

 4  Kayila Lodge www.safpar.com

 5  Nyati River Lodge 2RZWILD2bushmail.net

 6  Mvuu Lodge www.mvuulodge.com

 7  Sobek Canoe Adventures www.zambezi.co.uk

 8  Baines River Camp www.bainesrivercamp.com

 9  Kasaka River Lodge www.kasakariverlodge.com

10  Royal Zambezi Lodge www.royalzambezi.com

11  Chongwe River Camp www.chongwe.com

Within the National Park 
12  Chiawa Camp www.chiawa.com

13  Sausage Tree www.sausagetreecamp.com 

14  Mwambashi River Lodge www.royalzambezi.com  www.safpar.com
(sister camp to Kayila Lodge) 

15  Old Mondoro see Chiawa or Sausage Tree (above)

16  Kulefu Camp www.sanctuarylodges.com/kulefu.htm

17  Ana Tree Lodge www.anatreelodge.com

East of the National park
Camps east of the Mpata Gorge are usually reached from the village 
of Luangwa, which itself is readily accessible by 2WD from the Great 
East Road.

18  Zambezi River Lodge Tel: 01 250972 or 097 826177

19  Redcliff Zambezi Lodge www.redcliff-lodge.com


