
 

encountered a time change we hadn’t 
anticipated, with clocks going forwards an 
hour from Zambia. Our original travel plan 
had been to overnight in Sumbawanga, the 
first major town on the national road running 
north along this western side of the country.  
However, we learned about a lodge on the 
shore of Lake Tanganyika at a small port called 
Kasanga. We had no accommodation marked 
on our maps but engaging an adventurous 
spirit, we adjusted our course for a night at 
the lake.

The roads on this side of Tanzania are 
almost solely gravel, dust and dirt, in varying 
degrees of repair.  At this stage in the dry 
season they are tolerable to drive. I am sure 

I am often amazed at how crossing an 
imaginary line in the sand – commonly 
called a border – results in such a change.  

Tanzania, even in this far flung south western 
corner, starts hinting at the grasslands, plains 
and wildlife that are depicted in numerous 
documentaries of the region.  We noticed 

the many Jacaranda trees in full bloom. I love 
the purple flowers, reminding me so much of 
Pretoria.  We found the people friendlier than 
we had experienced in Zambia. Enthusiastic 
waves are accompanied by wide grins of 
pearly whites…and almost no hands asking 
for money or “sweeties”.

But then again, this is not the tourist ridden 
part of Tanzania. Far from it. We are venturing 
up the western side of Tanzania: away from 
the island paradise of Zanzibar, the wildlife of 
Serengeti and the Ngorongoro Crater.

It was already noon when we finished 
border processes at Kasesya. We also 
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that with a few heavy rainfalls the dust would 
quickly turn to mud. The Chinese, however, 
are laying tar at a rapid rate and soon this 
region may well be much easier to travel.

On our way to Kasanga we passed a Toyota 
Land Cruiser parked on the roadside, packed 
with six German tourists and their Tanzanian 
driver. We stopped for a chat, checking 
whether they needed help. They helpfully 
informed us that Liembe Beach Lodge in 
Kasanga offered camping. They also invited 
us to join them visiting Kalambo Falls, an 
attraction we hadn’t managed to visit from 
the Zambian side. We left them securing a 
dropped spare wheel to the roof, and made 
our way in the direction of the falls. With 

a Tanzanian behind the wheel, they soon 
caught up with us.

About one kilometre before the falls lies a 
small village. This is the control post – for lack 
of a better term – for the falls. Here we made 
a receipted contribution to the community in 
order to access the falls. Instantly, the vehicle 
was surrounded by almost all the village 
children. Beady eyes peered in the windows, 
looking for anything that caught their 
attention. They groped at the vehicle, climbed 
on the back and soon our dirty dusty vehicle 
was quite clean again.     

The Kalambo Falls were impressive. The falls 
technically lie in Tanzania but are close to the 
Zambian border. The water tumbles 235m in a 

Remote 
beauty 
on the lake

Lake Tanganyika is 
the world’s second 
largest freshwater 

lake (by volume) and 
second deepest lake, 
and has no less than 

four countries sharing 
its shores. At sunset, 

fishermen come out to 
try their luck. Photo by 

Geoffrey Degens

Right: The Kalambo 
Falls are one of the 

tallest uninterrupted 
falls in Africa, 

with water that 
tumbles 235m into 

the gorge below.



 

Above: Hippos are abundant in Katavi National 
Park, with large numbers often wallowing 
together. They serenaded us through the night at 
our campsite on the outskirts of the park.

Below: The local cattle with their distinctive 
horns.
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single drop, making them amongst the tallest 
uninterrupted falls in Africa. The Kalambo River 
has carved a deep gorge into the landscape and 
the view from the top is breath-taking. I wasn’t 
quite brave enough to walk to the edge, much 
less peer over, but our new German friends 
crawled cautiously to the lip of the gorge and 
gazed down. The Kalambo River is narrow as 
it approaches the falls and surprisingly gentle 
flowing.  The locals from both countries crossed 
backwards and forwards under the guise of 
bathing in the river.  

The long day was catching up with us. The 
Germans were similarly fatigued. Together we 
set course towards the lake. The dusty roads 
continued, and we wove our way through a 
few small villages with some astonished locals 
looking at us. Fewer smiles too. Perhaps they 
don’t encounter many tourists out here, and 
cries of mizungu (white man) frequently rang 
out. As we drove down the last hill towards 
the lake, we paused to watch the sun descend 
into Lake Tanganyika. Spectacular. 

Fortunately, Liembe Beach Lodge did indeed 

have camping in addition to small chalets 
and pre-erected tents.  The campsite was 
extremely sandy, a further indication that few 
4x4 vehicles come in to camp. We elected to 
set up our camping spot right on the edge of 
the lake, directly beside the lakeshore path the 
locals used to walk to Kasanga. Occasionally 
during the night we heard the quiet “flip-flop-
flip-flop” sounds of people strolling along the 
path, but we remained undisturbed. During 
the night, the gentle lap-lap of the small waves 
against the shore stopped and we woke in the 
morning to a still lake.

We returned to the main road the same 
way we came, passing through the same 
villages and along the same dusty gravel 
roads. However, we appreciated the scenery 
with new eyes. We passed through sections 
of grasslands and hills. So pretty.  

This road from the coast is due to be 
upgraded. The Chinese are providing the 
expertise with the funding provided by 
Americans. They are keen to ensure a 
tarred road from the port in Kasanga to 
Sumbawanga, which will ultimately link up to 
the existing tar road to Dar es Salaam. Travel 
certainly will be easier in the coming years!

After four hours of bumping along the dirt 
roads, we reached Sumbawanga. The town 
is one of the main regional towns, offering a 

wide range of services.  Unfortunately for us, 
the end of Ramadan was being celebrated, 
and so most places were closed. We did 
manage to withdraw money and refuel before 
reaching our accommodation for the night 
at the Moravian Church Conference Centre. 
The simple accommodation is a popular stop 
for travellers, and while it offers little in 
the way of charm, the rooms are clean 
and functional, with a restaurant 
downstairs. As we discovered in 
Tanzania, you need to keep asking to 
ensure you do get what you want at a 
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Buses are the 
primary form of 
transport up the 
western side of 
Tanzania. The 
drivers charge 
along at 80km/h in 
the middle of road, 
kicking up clouds 
of dust in their 
wake.

Distances 
travelled
Kasesya border post 
to Kasanga: 
140km
Kasanga to 
Sumbawanga: 
115km
Sumbawanga to 
Kipili: 152km
Kipili to Sitalike: 
200km (including 
afternoon game drive)
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price you are happy with. We were offered 
a double room with en suite bathroom, 
but ended up with a twin room and shared 
bathroom (we were the only people on the 
floor) for half the price. More surprisingly, 
it cost half the price of the previous night’s 
camping.

That afternoon, for the first time in a 
month, we enjoyed the simple luxury of a 
real bed and being surrounded by walls. We 
relaxed and read our books, snoozing on and 
off until dinner.  After burgers and chips in the 

onsite restaurant, we collapsed into bed for 
an early night.  

We left Sumbawanga after a good night’s 
sleep and a quick breakfast in the car park. 
With the time change the sun only rises at 
7am, giving us a bit of a sleep in. The day 
ahead promised to be another rough day on 
the road. Dust, dust and more dust. The road 
we used was the rutted oxen track running 
alongside the road under construction. We 
reminded ourselves: this is the main artery 
on this western side of the country. The track 

was bumpy, corrugated, and in places covered 
in a fine talcum-like powder. Such tiring 
driving. The buses and trucks hurtled towards 
us in the middle of the road at 80 or 90km/h, 
and our survival mechanism was to pull right 
off the road. The locals agreed that the bus 
drivers are crazy, and confirmed they don’t 
stop for anything. Each time we stopped, we 
waited for the big plume of dust that had 
enveloped us to slowly settle and we could 
see the road ahead of us again.

After two long hours we reached the turn-
off towards Kipili, and could almost smell Lake 
Tanganyika. The first stretch of road is in the 
same condition as the national road we left, 
only without the kamikaze buses and trucks. 
A bit further along, we encountered the 
best road we have driven so far in Tanzania. 
Hard gravel, almost as good as Namibia. The 
reward of paradise on the lake helped us 
through the next 90 minutes.

Lakeshore Lodge was beautiful. Pink and 
white bougainvillea flowers adorned the 
carport. The lodge and chalets were painted 
white with perfect thatched roofs. The boats 
lined up on the shore of the inviting lake. 
After settling in on the campsite under a 
large shady tree, we did our laundry, wiped 

down the outside of the dusty vehicle, and 
relaxed for a while before wandering down 
to the beach. The water was cold at first 
but comfortable once we adjusted to the 
temperature. Our first swim in many months. 
We were joined by Pied Kingfishers perching 
on the boat masts, calling to each other and 
diving into the water. Our day finished with 
sundowners on the terrace – fabulous.   

When we left Kipili, we came across a bus 
that had fishtailed on the corrugation and 
planted itself in a ditch – a timely reminder 
driving at speed on gravel can be both tricky and 
treacherous. No one was injured and everyone 
stood around trying to work out what to do 
next.  We continued, re-joining the national 
road, which was still in the same dreadful 
condition. The last 15 kilometres before 
reaching Katavi National Park was so corrugated 
in stretches that we had to choose between 
driving either 10km/h or 100km/h. We opted 
for the bone jarring 10km/h option, rather than 

rattle the vehicle to pieces at 100km/h.  
We decided rather late to visit Katavi 

National Park. We had spent time in the parks 
in Zambia and were uncertain what Katavi 
could offer. The US$100 entry fee for 24 hours 
was also a consideration. But ultimately, as 
we drew closer to the park, we thought it 
would be worth visiting. 

We arrived at the park office just before 
3pm. After a bit of banter we had both our 
permit and a complimentary map of the park. 
Not a terribly detailed map, but sufficient. 
Our afternoon route took us parallel to the 
national road on the west side of the park 
down towards Lake Katavi, just far enough 
away to be undisturbed by traffic. On the way 
to the lake we spotted roan, waterbuck and 
giraffe, and a lone buffalo. At the lake, hippo 
swam with beady eyes above the water, 
and zebra and impala drank in the shallow 
water. A herd of 25 elephant grazed further 
out in the marshy grass area. We identified 

a number of special birds too: both Grey 
Pelicans and White Pelicans, Southern Ground 
Hornbill and the Palm-nut Vulture amongst 
others. We exited the park just as the clock 
turned 7pm and darkness descended. Not 
sure how strict they are, but we preferred to 
avoid driving in the dark.

The Riverside Camp at Sitalike near the 
park entrance is struggling from lack of 
maintenance. Despite the river flowing 
nearby, the rundown ablutions had no water. 
Instead, we used the bathroom of one of the 
chalets. The only redeeming feature of the 
camp was the school of hippo in the river that 
grunted and serenaded us most of the night. 
Such an authentic African sound. 

Accommodation
Kasanga: Liembe Beach Lodge
S 08 26.312’ ; E 31 08.829’
Pretty place on the shores of Lake Tanganyika. Campsite 
is in deep sand so difficult to get vehicle in. There are also 
pre-erected tents and chalets.  For the campers, there is a 
bucket shower with hot water.. Flushing toilets, a bar and 
restaurant in an old fishing boat.

Sumbawanga: Moravian Church Conference Centre
S 07 57.679’ ; E 31 37.818’
A big building on the outskirts of town. It is clean with a 
range of rooms:  single, double and twin, with or without 
en suite bathroom. Restaurant and secure parking. We 
chose twin room with communal bathrooms (warm shower, 
flushing toilet).

Kipili: Lakeshore Lodge
S 07 26.059’ ; E 30 35.465’
A really beautiful lodge on the shore, built and run by South 
Africans. The campsite is away from the water’s edge under 
big, shady trees. Good, clean ablutions. Stand pipe, braai, 
table at each site. Restaurant and bar in the main lodge, with 
views over the lake. Stunning, but at a price.

Sitalike: Riverside Camp
S 06 37.763’ ; E 31 08.641
A very basic campsite just outside Katavi National Park. The 
ablutions were closed/run down when we were there, so 
had to use the shower and toilet in one of the rooms. One 
camp stand has electricity.

READERS’ ADVENTURE
WEST TANZANIA (Part One)

Above: The river 
passing through 
Katavi supports a 
variety of wildlife. 
This spot offered good 
fishing for herons 
and storks – and 
crocodiles.

Left: The Kalambo 
River narrows as it 
approaches the falls, 
separating Zambia 
and Tanzania. The 
pool at the top of the 
falls is used by locals 
as a swimming spot.

Right, top: The picturesque Lakeshore Lodge at Kipili provides 
both chalets and camping facilities. The lodge offers a calm 
and relaxing rest stop after dusty days on long roads. 

Right: Rooms at the Moravian Church Conference Centre 
were simple but clean and functional. The centre also has 
an in-house restaurant.

In next month’s article, Sheelah and Oyvind 
travel to Mpanda, Kigoma, Kibondo, Nyakanzi 
and Bukoba. You can read more about their 
travels at www.kapp2cape-blog.net.


