Malawi – April / May 2011
Monday April 11th
We drove to Chipata (in Zambia) and had a look around the new Spar which had just opened in the new Mall, it was actually quite small and not as well stocked as the Shoprite we’d visited previously.  We also filled up with fuel before we set off for Malawi.  It didn’t take too long at the border post.  We didn’t need a visa for Malawi and just had to pay for the Prado and then get insurance – for which we had to change some dollars to Malawi Kwatcha.  We then drove to Lilongwe, which is the capital of Malawi, to stock up on food and drink.  We tried several shops and the best one was Shoprite but it wasn’t as well stocked as the ones in Zambia although we did manage to get just about everything that we wanted.  We saw some long queues at the petrol stations.  Having eventually got everything that we wanted, including a UK to ZA plug adapter (as I thought I’d left ours at Mama Rula’s on our first visit there and it had gone by the time I’d phoned her and asked her to keep it for us) we headed South on the main road until we got to Dedza where there was a campsite at a pottery workshop.  There was a garage nearby and we were able to buy diesel – great!
We’d had a Nando’s wrap in Lilongwe so didn’t bother to have a fire in the evening – which resulted in us retreating into the warmth of the tent soon after 6.30pm as it became very cold once the sun had set.  We were very glad that we’d brought our big thick blanket with us.  Dedza is on the plateau above the rift valley at about 1600m (over 4000 feet) so the day and night temperatures tend to be very different.

As in Zambia most people walk or use bicycles to get around.  The countryside was very green after the rains and there were lots of fields of maize and smaller plots with potatoes, tomatoes sugar cane etc.

Tuesday April 12th
After coffee and toast at the cafe we had a look around the pottery workshop and bought some tiles that, put together, make up a picture and a we also chose a couple of mugs.  I also bought the new Bradt guide to Malawi which is the 2010 edition with lots more up to date information that the one that we’d got which was the 2006 edition.  The new guide had a map and details about the 3 areas near Dedza where there are rock art paintings so we decided to go to the one that the guide said had the best ones.  We travelled back along the road towards Lilongwe for 13km and then turned off onto a dirt road for 6 or 7 km.  Without the guide we’d never have known where to go as nothing was marked on the GPS.  We passed through lots of small communities with plenty of people (men women and children) out in the fields.  Most seemed to be digging up potatoes – we’d seen plenty of stalls on the main road selling potatoes, tomatoes, cabbages etc.  Many of the roadside stalls have a tripod of poles lashed together with some scales handing from it where produce (ranging from maize to gravel chips) can be weighed.  
We eventually found the ‘car park’ next to the hospital and, as it said in the guidebook, a couple of guys soon appeared and offered to show us some of the rock art sites.  We agreed on a price (MK500 each -£2) and set off up the mountain.  The countryside around here is dotted with huge iselbergs and this is where the rock art can be found.  It took us 20 minutes or so to reach the cave which was near the top of the mountain, according to the guide book this was meant to be the best art in the area but, after what we’ve seen in Botswana and Namibia, we found it very disappointing as it was very faded – in fact someone had tried to chalk round the various chameleons, lizards etc in order to make them clearer but it wasn’t well done.  We then walked back down to another area where there were faint outlines of giraffe, some other animals and various shapes.  The 2 guides were very chatty and asked us about England, their English was fine, but they weren’t able to say much about the rock art.  We’re glad that we went but disappointed with the quality of the art work.
Our next plan was to visit the Mission at Mua which is reputed to have the best museum in Malawi as well as woodcarving workshops and gardens.  To get there we had to drive down to the bottom of the rift valley along a new, very twisty, tar road which, from time to time, offered glimpses of Lake Malawi in the distance.  The bottom of the rift valley is about 600m so we’d dropped around 1000m (3000 feet) in 10km.  We arrived at the mission and asked about camping but discovered that the camp was in the gardens so we couldn’t take the Prado in.  The guy did say that we could stay in the car park but we didn’t fancy that so decided to carry on to Cape Maclear and visit the Museum etc on our way back north after visiting various area in Southern Malawi.
We ended up going to Mufasa’s backpackers lodge at Monkey Bay which was hidden away in a small cove.  There wasn’t a lot of room for us but we did manage to park right on the beach only a few metres from the lake shore – wonderful!  There were a few other people there but they were all backpackers and either staying in rooms or tiny tents.  One couple, from the UK, were called.....Kevin and Michelle!!! so we spent a bit of time chatting with them.

The Lake was beautifully clear so we had a swim – it wasn’t at all cold.  During the evening it was so much warmer than last night so we had no problem sitting outside watching the bush TV (fire) and lights bobbing on the lake in the distance – fishing boats probably.

Wednesday April 13th
We spent the day chilling on the beach.  We were able to set the hammock up under a very shady tree so and took turns to use it.  The only problem with this place is that there’s no electric so I couldn’t use the computer as I hadn’t bothered charging it while we were driving and I couldn’t charge the phones either.   
This is a lovely peaceful spot with plenty of shade and fantastic views – great.  Now we know why Pat and Colin said that Malawi was the one country in southern Africa that they’ve love to visit again.

I did do a bit of snorkelling in the afternoon and there were quite a lot of small fish around the rocks and the pillars of an old structure out in the bay.

Thursday April 14th
We packed up and set off for Cape Maclear – all of 25km away!!  We stopped at the small local supermarket and bought some of the local (cheap) beer – Kuche Kuche.  We’d discovered in Lilongwe that all the beer in Malawi is bottled, there were no cans of beer for sale anywhere.  There was no diesel at Monkey Bay but there was at the Cape Maclear turnoff.  We had to wait for a while as they were busy filling jerry cans for a customer but we weren’t in any hurry so not a problem.
There is lots of accommodation around Cape Maclear ranging from small, cheap backpacker places to posh lodges with air-conditioned rooms and nearly all of them are on the lake shore.  We drove through Chembe village looking out for Mufasa backpackers (run by the same people as at Monkey Bay) or Fat Monkeys backpackers which Michelle had recommended and ended up at the latter which had quite a small campsite but it was under huge, shady trees and right next to the beach so by 10am we were parked up and ready for some more ‘chilling’!  We’d asked about electric and they do have it but were currently experiencing a power cut so I still couldn’t use the computer!  
A couple of guys from Holland were camped a bit nearer to the beach us but soon after we arrived they started packing up and once they’d gone we moved the truck so we’ve now got a great site very close to the shore.  Fat Monkeys is within the village of Chembe so although there is a gate and reed fence around the site the beach is open to anyone to walk along.  We can see a lot more of the Lake from this site and there are constantly boats and people passing by so there’s plenty to see. 

In the afternoon the power came back on so we could charge up the phones and computer – now all I need is a phone card as I’ve used up all the money on my South African card and on the one that I bought in Zambia. 

There are several boat trips on offer from this lodge.  We had a chat to a woman at reception (the manager of the lodge I think) and she recommended the catamaran trip so we’ve booked a half day trip for Saturday morning (it was already booked for tomorrow).

Friday April 15th
After coffee and a rusk we had a walk through the village, along the ‘main’ road.  There were lots of stalls selling everything from tiny fishes to fruit and veg, clothes and wooden curios.  We saw a beautiful carved picture frame but decided that we just couldn’t keep it properly in the Prado.  We must have walked over 1km until we reached the far end of the village and then backtracked stopping at a few of the lodges for a look around and also wandering along the beach for some of the time passing women washing their clothes in the lake and men mending their fishing nets.  The school holidays are on at the moment so all the kids are hanging about on the beach or in the street playing ball, skipping, etc.
There are plenty of big baobab trees in this area and a couple in the middle of the ‘main’ track through the village.  There was a guy up high in one of the trees with a long pole and he was knocking the fruits off the tree.  We saw one kid who had opened up one of the fruits and was eating it.  At the moment most of the baobab trees have leaves on so don’t look as strange as they do later in the year without any leaves.
We spent the rest of the day at the campsite.  I bought a wireless internet card from reception but it didn’t work, then I was told that their internet connection was down while some guys were working on the fridges...

Saturday April 16th
Another lovely day and, once again, we were up around 6.30am as the locals start work almost as soon as it’s light (sunrise is at quarter to 6).  We had a breakfast at the cafe and then got our stuff (drinks, snorkels etc) ready for our boat trip.  The catamaran arrived before 9am and we were quite surprised by how large it was – and that we were the only people on the trip this morning.  There was only one crew, a local guy called Jeff, but he managed the catamaran easily on his own.  Unfortunately there was very little wind today so most of the time he had to use the motor.  We sailed out towards one of the islands and then along the eastern shoreline until we stopped in a small, protected bay where we did some snorkelling.  There were loads of small fishes, some of them very colourful.  If you stayed still in the water the fishes came right up to you and would nibble at feet, hands legs etc, it felt a bit strange and their mouths are surprisingly hard so it was almost like small pinpricks.  After we’d spent some time in the water we swam back to the boat, dried off in the sunshine and then went for another swim before heading on around the island.  Jeff had brought some small fishes along and, when he saw a fish eagle in the trees on the island, he called to them and threw out a fish.  Sometimes the eagle would swoop straight down and take it but at other times it ignored the fish until we’d moved further away.  I did manage to get a few photos but had only brought the small camera so I couldn’t get a series of shots of quickly.  I hadn’t wanted to take the big camera on a boat in case it got wet, although with the size of the catamaran it would have been fine – what a pity!
We saw several of the small motor boats which charge the same price as the catamaran but only go to the southernmost tip of the island so there were quite a lot of people snorkelling in that one area so we were glad that we’d gone on the cat.

We were back at the campsite just before 12pm and then walked into the village as Kevin wanted to buy some beer – there was none in the small bottle store yesterday.  We arrived to find that it was shut for lunch so we bought a beer in the nearby pub and waited until the shop opened at 1.30pm only to discover that the beer still hadn’t arrived!  
We spent the rest of the afternoon at the campsite.

Sunday April 17th
We packed up and headed south.  We drove to Mangochi to get some cash and see if any shops were open.  The People’s Superette was closed for stocktaking but the Metro Cash and Carry was open so we bought a few things and then found a campsite on the southern shore of the lake.  I’d chosen one of the cheaper options, Mulangeni Holiday Resort, which did look rather run down but had a nice location right by the lake so we decided to stay.  We parked right next to the lake and, after a quick swim, had our lunch and then spent the afternoon in a thatched shaded area where we could put the hammock up.  Later on the manager suggested that we move nearer the restaurant for the night as he said that the locals would probably be fishing from the beach so we parked under a shay acacia tree for the evening.  There were no ablutions so we were given a key for one of the chalets and were able to use the shower and toilet there.  

We decided that this spot was probably a popular place back in colonial days as the grounds were quite formally set out with lines of trees and grassed areas.  One building was falling down but still had an old sign for Mua Beach Bar.  During the afternoon and into the evening there were plenty of local people by the lake washing themselves and/or their clothes.
Later in the afternoon a couple of cars turned up with people who were staying in the chalets.  In the evening we had a drink in the bar and then went to bed but had to read for a while as they had the radio on in the bar.  Soon after 9pm we heard Christmas Carols !!!! with the volume turned up but, luckily, everything went quiet before 10pm.

As we were reading we could hear some banging, which turned out to be local fishermen hammering a post down by the shore, we could then see quite a few people hauling in the nets.

Monday April 18th
We packed up and set off for Liwonde stopping in Mangochi for more cash and a few supplies. At the ATMs the maximum cash you can get is K20,000 as the highest denomination note is only K500 (£2) so you end up with huge wads of notes and we have often to use our card twice to get out enough cash as everything has to be paid for in cash including fuel and food.  The People’s Superette was open but only had packets and tins so we found our way to the market where there were loads of stalls set up along tiny alleyways selling just about everything.  We found the area where fruit and veg were sold and bought bananas, potatoes, green peppers and a coconut – all very cheap.  
As we travelled south from Cape Maclear we’ve seen loads of small walled Islamic centres and mosques, presumably a result of the slave trade in the 19th Century.  The area is very densely populated and most of the flat land is cultivated.  The soil looks good and is probably alluvial soil as we’re still in the rift valley.
We’ve been stopped several times at police check points.  Usually they ask to see Kevin’s driving licence and then check the insurance certificate which has to be displayed on the windscreen.   One time the policeman asked to see our warning triangle and also our fire extinguisher – both of which we had.  Mind you in both Zambia and Malawi we’ve noticed that broken down trucks tend to simply use some branches in the road as a warning instead of a triangle.

We then drove to the gates at Liwonde National Park only to be told that most of the roads in the park were closed because the rivers had swept away some of the bridges so we couldn’t drive to the campsite at Mvuu.  The guy at the gate said there were a couple of new camps nearby where we could camp so we went to have a looked and ended up staying at The Big Baobabs, where we were able to park up under a large shady baobab tree.  We were offered game drives or canoe trips but decided not to bother so had a quiet afternoon at the campsite.  

We chatted to a Belgium couple who are doing volunteer work in Zambia and have been travelling in Malawi during the school holidays.

Tuesday April 19th
We drove to Zomba and found a couple of good shops and a busy market so were able to get everything that we needed including some mince, bacon and sausages – what a treat!  We then drove up onto Zomba Plateau, stopping to buy some wild raspberries from a guy at the side of the road, and then went to The Trout Farm campsite, another place that is rather run down but there are showers and toilets so it’s fine.  We can certainly tell that we’re up on the plateau at around 1600m as it feels cold as soon as the sun disappears behind a cloud!  We asked for a barrow-load of wood so should be able to keep warm this evening.
In fact it wasn’t too bad once the sun went down soon after 4pm.  Kevin lit the fire and later we put on our fleeces and socks and were fine sitting out by the fire.  We had chicken wings and then a new pudding – bananas and raspberries in brandy, wrapped in foil and cooked on the coals, lovely!
Wednesday April 20th
We had a cooked breakfast for a change, sausages and beans and then packed the tent away and went for a drive around the Plateau.  It was a single track and slow going for the most part as there were rocks and gullies to avoid and some muddy puddles to go through but a lovely drive through the forest.  We stopped at Chitinji camp for a look around, it looked very nice but at nearly 1800m is likely to be rather cold at night.  We then carried on to a lookout point at Chingwe’s Hole with wonderful views along the edge of the Plateau and over the valley below.  Although on the top of the Plateau it was clear and sunny there was a lot of cloud down below us on the North Western cliffs so we couldn’t see Lake Malawi but did glimpse the Shire River meandering through the wide valley floor.   At one point we came to a split in the track and chose the right hand route – wrong decision as we ended up negotiating a very eroded rack, however good practice for 4x4ing.  I had to get out and guide Kevin on a few occasions.  Once there was no avoiding a slope which made the truck lean over but Kevin was fine.  Later we passed some local guys carrying on their heads long tree trunks that they had chopped down – it looked like hard work, they must have good neck muscles.  We stopped at the Emperor’s and The Queen’s lookout points on the Southern side of the Plateau overlooking the town of Zomba.  It was much clearer on this side and we could see for miles. A great morning’s drive – we were out for around 3 hours.
We stopped for a drink at the Ku Chawe Inn (a posh hotel) where there were several Government cars parked up for a couple of meetings and then drove back to the campsite.  There was wireless internet available there so I was able to send a couple of emails.
I had the computer charging all the time that we were driving this morning so have managed to catch up with my diary and transfer the photos onto the computer.  Just as well that we’ve got the transformer so that we can charge things as few of the campsites in Malawi have electric.
Thursday April 21st
We drove into Zomba to do some shopping and got fuel and more cash while we were there.  We also wanted to find out what shops would be open over the Easter weekend.  We had a walk around the market and then Kevin asked a guy if he knew where he could get a steering wheel cover.  The guy then took us around to several stalls and eventually one was produced so Kevin asked if he could check that it fitted so 6 of us returned to the Prado.  The cover was too small so 3 of them went to try and find a larger size while we waited with the first guy that Kevin had spoken to.  After some time they returned but this one didn’t fit either so off they went again!  Eventually they returned but once again it was too small although they were trying very hard to get it on the wheel.  In the end Kevin told them not to bother but one of them hung around and wanted Kevin to pay him K100 for his trouble so rather than having a wander around the market we drove off.  

We then drove to the Botanic Gardens in Zomba (which used to be the capital of the former Nyasaland) but there was nowhere to park so we returned to the campsite on the Plateau stopping to buy more wild raspberries on the way.
We went for a short walk following the path alongside the stream but it became very overgrown so after 15 minutes or so we turned back.

It was quite cloudy in the afternoon but at least there was no wind so we could sit outside.  It got cold once the sun went down and the clouds cleared away and we had a good view of the stars.

Friday April 22nd
We decided to stay another night at the Trout Farm and then move on tomorrow.   There are some trout still being bred here, they are then released into a nearby lake.  Kevin asked if there were any for sale but they said not at the moment as it’s the breeding season.
We walked to the KuChuwe Inn for a drink and possibly a sandwich but there was no-one around in the dining area so we just had a drink and then walked back to the campsite. 

During the afternoon 2 groups of people arrived at the site but were just there for the afternoon – it’s Good Friday so a holiday.  Towards the evening Kevin started chatting to one group who then insisted that we shared the food they’d brought with them and very nice it was too with a vegetable biryani, potatoes, spicy chapatas and a yogurt dip.  We then learned that they had a vegetarian Indian restaurant in Blantyre.  We’d planned to try and make shepherd’s pie this evening but didn’t bother as we had so much Indian food to eat!
Saturday April 23rd
We packed up and drove to Blantyre where we found a large Shoprite supermarket which is, by far, the best stocked shop that we’ve seen in Malawi so were able to get some good meat, rusks, decent cheese etc plus fruit and veg – more expensive than at the market but more convenient – and we were able to use our credit card to pay.
We then shared a tasty pizza at a nearby shop before heading for Mount Mulanje, a large mountain area in the South-East of Malawi. As we approached we could see tea plantations at the foot of the mountain – this is one of the main areas in Malawi for growing tea. We were rather disappointed with the camping area which was really just part of a car park for the nearby Malanje Pools but there was nowhere else to camp nearby.  At first we thought that an overland truck was also staying at the site but it turned out to be a large private truck owned by Casper, a guy from Holland who’s been travelling the world for the past 8 years!  
Several of the locals were soon around offering to take us on guided walks or wanting us to buy wooden walking sticks and there were also lots of local kids nearby but they were all very polite and didn’t bother us.

During the evening Capser came around for a drink and he told us about some of his travels – very interesting.
It’s much warmer here as the campsite is at around 600m.  The nearby mountain has been mostly shrouded in mist but we did get occasional glimpses of some steep sided cliffs.  It doesn’t look as if we can go out and walk on our own as there are no maps for sale here (we should have gone to the map shop in Blantyre) and also most of the walking involves a night or two in huts on the mountain so you need to have the right equipment for proper hiking as you have to take food, cooking equipment, sleeping bags etc – you can hire porters to carry stuff but we’ve not really got the sort of pots and pans etc that could easily be carried.
Sunday April 24th
We spent the day at the ‘campsite’.  It was quiet in the morning and I got a load of washing done. During the afternoon half a dozen cars arrived but  all the people wandered on down to the Pools at the nearby river so we were fine.
When we got up we could see cloud at the top of the mountain but a little while later the mist/cloud came down and we couldn’t see anything until the middle of the afternoon when it cleared up.

Monday April 25th
We drove to Blantyre via a slightly longer route going through Thyolo where there are lots of tea plantations and we did see some people in the fields picking leaves and then throwing them into baskets on their backs.  Once again the road was very busy with people walking and cycling along.  In a couple of the villages there were so many bikes and people that we had to crawl through carefully. The tea bushes were smaller than I’d expected, only about 60cm high.  
In Blantyre we, once again, did our shopping at Shoprite. We then had an early lunch there at a different cafe.  There wasn’t anything on the menu that we fancied except pizza so we shared one but it wasn’t nearly as good as the one that we had a couple of days ago and we left half of it.
We then took the road south out of Blantyre.  Once out of the town the road was quieter partly due to the steep undulating ground which made it unsuitable for agriculture although some slopes had been terraced and there seemed to be a lot of small gum tree plantations..  We then drove down into the Shire Valley with excellent views out over the valley floor.  When we stopped in Liwonde the Shire River was at around 400m but here it was only just over 100m and was 1000m lower than Blantyre so there was a noticeable increase in temperature in the Valley.  We’d intending stopping at Majete Wildlife Reserve but just opposite the gate into the reserve we saw a sign for a lodge, Ngona, which had a sign up showing that it had a swimming pool so we decided to see if we could camp there!  The lodge is in a beautiful location on the banks of the river with a large bar/restaurant area and an infinity pool below.  As yet there are no completed chalets (the lodge only opened last July) but we were able to camp there – great.  First thing we did was go for a swim!
Tuesday April 26th
We decided to stay here for another day so had a quiet day reading, resting and swimming – it’s a tough life!

Wednesday April 27th
We were up early and into Majete Wildlife Reserve by 7.30am.   We had a look at the campsite and then drove round for about 3 hours.  There was a lot of poaching done in this reserve some time back but in the last few years, with help from the Africans Parks Network, some of the reserve has been fenced and re-stocked so now there are elephants and buffalo as well as the usual grazers.  There are plans to re-introduce leopard and lion over the next few years.  Much of the Reserve is thick scrub so unless the game is on or near a track you haven’t much chance of seeing it.  We stopped at a couple of solar powered waterholes, there was nothing t the first one but there was a large group of sable at the second.  They dashed off as soon as they heard our vehicle and although they didn’t go too far they wouldn’t go back to drink while we were there.  Later, closer to the river, we started to see plenty of impala, waterbuck and warthogs and also a group of 3 elephants, one adult and two younger ones.  The adult did a mock charge – I told Kevin to drive on, which he did, but the elephant had stopped before Kev moved far so we backed up and watched them for a while.  We saw crocodiles and hippos in the river.
We stayed at the campsite until just before 4pm, it was very hot and we missed not having a pool to dip in however we did each have a couple of cold showers during the afternoon.

We saw plenty of animals during our late afternoon drive, mostly waterbuck, impala and warthogs again but also nyala and some elephants.

When we got back to camp around 5.45pm it was starting to get dark so we wanted to get on with making our tea but encountered a problem – we couldn’t open the back door of the truck....  Kevin tried again and again to lock and unlock the door electronically and manually but no joy.  Having had problems with the door previously (not closing rather than not opening) we thought that perhaps something inside the lock had come adrift.  The major problem was that we couldn’t get at the boxes underneath the benching which had our dry food, clothes, bathroom etc.  I could just get to the fridge by climbing in through the side door so we could get some drinks and ended up having bread and cheese for our tea.  We’d arranged to go on an early morning walk tomorrow but had to cancel it as we decided that we’d have to drive to Blantyre early tomorrow to try and get it fixed.  A little later Kevin managed to clamber in over the back seat as he said he wanted a look at the lock from the inside – luckily we’d left one of our torches in the pocket of a chair – and when he did that he noticed that the fridge plug was caught under the door, after a while he managed to get it free and... the door worked fine – HOORAY!!  We were able to re-book our walk for the morning and had a much better evening that we’d envisaged.
Thursday April 28th
We were up at 5.30 to make a cuppa before our walk.  Our guide, John, arrived at 6am on a motorbike.  We had a good walk through the bush and down to the river and were out for 2 ½ hours.  We saw plenty of birds an also several waterbuck, a few impala, a warthog, crocs and a noisy hippo.

By the time we got back to camp it was very hot -that first time I’ve had a cold shower before 9am! -so we decided to pack up and go back to Ngona Lodge.  Once there we emptied the fridge and defrosted it, which only took 15 minutes or so in this heat, and then put it back on as we had electric that we could plug into.  After that I did a load of washing and then we spent the rest of the day relaxing with plenty of dips in the pool which is, unusually, quite large so I’ve been able to have a proper swim but have found that 20 lengths is enough for me.  

Malawi has certainly shown us what a difference height makes to the day and especially the night temperatures.  Here, at only 100m above sea level, the temperature is in the mid 20s by 7am and into the mid 30s later on.  At night it’s still hot (we have only, at most, just had a sheet covering us) and is probably in the high teens or low 20s – certainly very different from the Plateau where we were glad of our thick blanket as well as our duvet at night.
It’s a bank holiday on Monday in Malawi so we’ve decided that we’ll spent the long weekend by the Lake as we plan to visit the Immigration Office in Lilongwe on Tuesday to see if we can extend our 30 day permit.

Friday April 29th
We drove back to Blantyre, bought fuel, got some cash and then shopped at Shoprite again.  The fruit and veg shelves had just been restocked so there was plenty of choice.  However at the checkout we weren’t able to use our credit card as the system was down.  In the end I had to use my Nationwide twice at the ATM in order to get enough cash (K32,000) to pay for the shopping as I’d already used the FNB card twice to get cash for fuel and our accommodation over the long weekend.

Compared to all the other Southern African countries that we’ve visited Malawi has a significantly larger population which must, in the main, be because it has a fair amount of rainfall and because of the Lake which provides water for people and also fish to eat.  Surprisingly however there does not appear to be much in the way of irrigation used on the land near the lake or the Shire River.

Senga Bay is the closest Lakeside ‘resort’ to Lilongwe and there were 3 campsites to choose from.  I decided on Cool Runnings (the smallest site), partly because it’s involved in local community projects and also as it offered watersports.  The site was under huge, shady acacia trees and we could plug into the electric so we were happy staying here.  

We had a longer swim in the Lake than at Monkey Bay or Cape Maclear as the information board said that there was no risk on Bilharzia in this area as there are no rocks or reeds for the snails that cause this disease.  The site is, as at Cape Maclear, within the Senga Bay village so there are plenty of locals nearby swimming and washing in the lake and we could see plenty of fishing boats a little way along the beach.

At sunset we saw a couple of the larger fishing boats which have outboard motors set off.  Each of them carried 3 or 4 small canoes which are what they use for fishing, the large boat just means that they can get out further away from the shore. 

Today was the Royal Wedding back in the UK.  We did hear a bit early in the morning on the radio but soon after leaving the Blantyre area we lost radio reception.

Saturday April 30th
I got up to watch the sunrise before 6am.  It was windy and, for the first time, there were waves crashing on the lakeshore, very different from the still calm water that we’ve seen previously.  The 2 fishing boats that we saw yesterday evening were a couple of hundred metres from the shore and they were, one by one, offloading the canoes which then had to be paddled back to shore – presumably it was too dangerous to try and land with the canoes on board.  I saw 6 canoes heading for the shore, 4 of them made it but the other 2 capsized in the surf, fortunately not far from the shore so they were able to drag their canoes out with the help of people on the shore.
We had forgotten to make a flask last night so had coffee and toast at the campsite restaurant and then spent the rest of the morning on some comfy chairs overlooking the Lake.  There’s a ‘library’ in the lounge area so we can borrow books to read while we’re here and there’s also a separate section where we can exchange books. 
By midday the wind had abated and the water became calmer, although not flat calm like it was yesterday.
Sunday May 1st
Once again the wind had got up during the night and waves have been crashing on the shore all morning and there are white horses further out.  There’s much more cloud today but it’s still very pleasant sitting outside overlooking the Lake, which actually looks much more like the sea than a lake as it’s so big (360 miles long and up to 50 miles wide).  When I go swimming I’m still surprised that the water isn’t salty!
The wind continued all day and when we went ‘swimming’ in the afternoon it was all we could do to stand up in the waves.

Monday May 2nd
Another windy day spent quietly reading at the campsite.

Kevin arranged to buy a small bag of charcoal for K850 (£3.50) but when it arrived it was much bigger than we’d expected and we ended up having to split it between 2 bags – it should last us for some time!
In the evening we had a meal at the restaurant.  We both had fish but different sorts.  I had butterfish which was tasty, Kevin said that his was a bit dry.  We then shared an ice cream and chocolate brownies.

Tuesday May 3rd
We drove to Lilongwe and our first stop was at the immigration office.  We saw lots of people queuing outside and thought ‘oh no!’ but in fact the permit office was inside and there was only 1 person in front of us so we didn’t have long to wait.  We then had to go to a different place to pay (K5,000 each for a 30 day extension to our permit).  There were only 10 people in the queue ahead of me but I ended up having to wait for 40 minutes!  I then returned to the permit office and after waiting for 10 minutes (more people there this time) We were told that we needed another receipt for the money we’d paid, no idea why as I’d been given a receipt when I’d paid the K10,000.  So back we went to the payment office and had to queue again for the other receipt which we finally got and then returned once more to the permit office where we had our passports stamped.

Next stop was at the Malawi Tax Authority as we also had to get the Temporary Import Permit for the Prado extended.  Kevin had asked for direction at the Permit office and one of the guys there had drawn a map for us which was great.  Once we found the office we were told that they don’t usually issue extensions until a day or 2 before the current one runs out (a week tomorrow) but eventually he agreed that we could stay until the beginning of June.  We then had to go to a different office to pay (no queue this time and no need for a second receipt either!) and then back to the first office to get the paperwork – certainly much quicker than the immigration office.
By this time it was nearly midday so we decided to have a look for somewhere to camp.  We tried Mabuya Camp but the camping area wasn’t really suitable for our vehicle so we then went to the Golf Club as someone that we’d met in Zambia had said that it was a quiet place to camp and it was fine with plenty of room and reasonable ablutions.

We still needed to go to the South African High Commission as we wanted to check up about our permits.  I had 2 possible locations, one in the guide book and a different one on the Traks4Africa GPS – the Tracks4Arica one was correct!  We arrived at 1pm only to find that it’s only open from 9am to midday however the guy at reception said he’d ask if someone could see us and, luckily, there was.  WE explained our situation and the guy said that we should have no problem as we’d only used up 60 days of our 90 day permit and he also said that we’d get another 90 days when we arrived back in South Africa from the UK in July.  He did however agree that different border officials might not agree with what he said so we shall see what happens when we arrive back at the South African border in June!!

After all that we needed food so drove back to the Shoprite Centre and shared a Nando’s wrap before doing some shopping.  We both bought flip-flops from Pep (my pair had ‘died’ yesterday) and Kevin also got some more swimming shorts.  We then bought provisions from Shoprite which was better stocked than when we were there last except for a lack of Kuche Kuche, which is the local beer.

We got back to the Golf Course at soon after 3pm and once we’d put the tent up went for a drink in the bar.  As well as an 18 hole golf course there are tennis courts, squash courts, a swimming pool and a cricket field.
Wednesday May 4th
We went to 3 shops but couldn’t get any beer so then tried to find an internet cafe – the second one that we tried was OK so I we were able to check our emails and send a few.  We then took the main road northwards.  

This area is important for growing tobacco and we saw collecting areas and big lorries with large bales of leaves in several of the villages that we passed through.  On several occasions we saw slaughtered animals hung up under a tree and being cut up – pigs and goats mostly I think.  As on all the other Malawi roads there were plenty of roadside stall selling everything from tomatoes to doors and beds.  We’ve also seen, fairly frequently, piles of rocks of various sizes in piles at the roadside and people sitting there breaking up the larger rocks into smaller chippings.  

The kids are now back at school after the Easter holidays so when we’re travelling we often see them walking to or from school or in the school grounds.  On a couple of occasions we’ve seen outside classrooms where a teacher has a blackboard set up under a large tree and 50 to 60 kids are sat on the ground under the tree – don’t know whether this is because they’ve runs out of classrooms or if it’s cooler outside.  Most of the schools are built of bricks but instead of windows there are gaps in the bricks – alternating brick, gap brick gap etc for part of the wall. 
At Kasungu, about 120km north of Lilondwe we managed to buy a crate of Kuche Kuche (20 bottles) and also a loaf of bread – we were too early for the morning bread in Lilongwe.  We then took the gravel road to Lufupa Ladge in Kasunga National Park.  The worst part of the track was at the start, probably as it the bit most used by local villagers.  When we got to the Park gates they were locked and the office was empty however soon a woman arrived (she’d been on her lunchbreak) and made us very welcome.  We paid the fee for 2 days in the Park (K3600) and drove to the Lodge.  Once again no–one was about but a guy soon appeared and told us where the campsite was, only a short distance from the Lodge.  The site is a grassy area overlooking a large dam with some shady trees further back.  There’s a bar area and kitchen but, unlike the Lodge, is very run down.  The electric cables have been taken out and the furniture is falling to bits but the toilets work and there is hot water available in the late afternoon (donkey boiler).   Despite all that it’s a lovely spot and very peaceful so no hardship to stay for a couple of days.  Christopher (in charge of the campsite) brought us firewood and didn’t want any money so Kevin just gave him K100 for his trouble.
We could see several hippo on the opposite side of the dam and later some puku and impala could be seen grazing further along on the other side and a pair of fish eagles were present most of the afternoon.  We’re not however expecting to see much game here as most of it has been poached and, as yet, this Reserve hasn’t been re-stocked.  As it says in the guide book “it’s best to arrive without too much expectations of seeing wildlife.  It’s  a place to escape the rest of the world, be lulled to sleep by frogs, be woken by fish eagles and be content to enjoy the grunting and snorting of hippo.”
In the evening we played around with the long exposure feature on the camera taking shots of the firelight – very interesting.  There was no moon (or clouds) in the evening so we had a brilliant view of the stars, probably the best since we were in Botswana last year.  
Thursday May 5th
We decided to go out on a drive around the park, not in the hope of seeing animals but of trying to find an old iron kiln.  There were 2 marked on the small map we got at the Park entrance however it said only 1 of them was still standing but it didn’t say which one!  I then had a look on our GPS and one of them was marked so we drove to that one.  It was a single track road and not used very frequently as we often had to pass through areas of long grass but, for the most part, it was in reasonable condition.  After 1 ¼ hours we saw a camp and went to have a look, there were a  couple of families living there and the guys said that they were anti-poaching rangers for the Park.  We carried on a bit further and found a sign for the Iron Kiln but there was no obvious path so we ended up walking through the bush following the track on the GPS and, amazingly, after a couple of hundred metres found the kiln.  We then backtracked to the Prado and drove back to camp.  We didn’t see one animal on the entire trip but did see a few birds, particularly doves.
On a few occasions as we’ve driven through the Park we’ve seen a rectangle of blue and black material hung up on a couple of posts with a small bottle hanging from one of the posts.  We thought it might be something to do with tetse fly which are found in this area and, according to the Park leaflet are attracted to dark blue and black.  At the Lodge we stopped for a look around and saw more of these objects and on speaking to one of the guys I was told that the bottle contains animal urine to attract the tetse flies and that the blue and black material moving in the wind appears like an animal to the flies.  The material is impregnated with poison so when they land on it they will die.  

After lunch (bacon and cheese sandwiches) we had a quiet afternoon sitting at the campsite overlooking the dam.   This Reserve is at about 1000m so the temperature is perfect, not too hot during the day and not too cold in the evening.
Friday May 6th
Over the past few weeks, first thing in the morning, the truck has been a bit of a pain to start as the starter motor doesn’t engage straight away.  Usually it starts after 3 or 4 goes but this morning it took ages so Kevin decided that before heading further north we ought to get it checked out – which meant returning to Lilongwe.  While we were packing up one of the game scouts came and asked for a lift so we shifted some of the stuff on the back seat and made (just) enough room for him to squeeze in.  

There was no mention of car repair facilities in the guide book but the GPS found the Toyota garage in Lilongwe and also gave a phone number so once we got close to Kasungu town Kevin phoned the garage to see if they could look at the car today, they said yes.

We arrived at the Toyota workshop just after 11am and one of the technicians had a look and agreed with Kevin that the starter motor was the problem but, on checking, they said they hadn’t got any spares, however he did suggest that we try a garage nearby so we went there.  They said that they could fix the starter motor and also said that there was a problem with the turbo – which is almost certainly why the exhaust has been very smoky on startup.  They suggested sealing the turbo which Kevin agreed to.  We left the truck at the garage and walked to the nearby Shoprite Centre and had (again!) a Nando’s wrap for lunch – one each this time though!  We then did a bit of shopping and wandered back to the garage where Kevin was told that, really they turbo unit needed replacing and that they could do it either today or tomorrow so he agreed for them to get a price for the unit.  We then sat around in the shade (on our chairs) for an hour or so while they fixed the starter motor and then replaced it.  On starting the Prado the engine sounded very noisy and after quite a bit of discussion, with sometimes 4 or 4 guys (including Kevin) peering into the engine they agreed that an oil change was needed.  By this time it was too late to do anything about the turbo but the owner had got the price of a new unit and also had found a second hand one so after some discussion we agreed to return with the truck tomorrow to have the turbo replaced (with the 2nd hand one).  He then told us the total cost (about £1000) and that he didn’t take visa so we’d have to pay cash.......  We said that it would depend on what we could get out of the bank so we paid for the work that they’d done today and agreed to return at 8am tomorrow with our decision.
We went to the bank and joined the queue (at least a dozen people in front of us) but after waiting for 10 minutes the machines stopped working (probably out of money as we’d seen people queuing all day).  We then drove to the small mall to the north of the town and managed to get K90,000 out from FNB and Halifax but it wouldn’t take the Nationwide card.  It was nearly dark by this time so we drove to Sanctuary Lodge and campsite, found somewhere to camp, lit the braai and put up the tent.
I then wanted to use the wi-fi at the lodge to check how much we had in our bank accounts but I couldn’t get it to work apart from a 5 minute free trial – very frustrating.  We do however have over US$ 600 so can change some, or all, of that tomorrow if necessary.

We had peri-peri chicken wings and thighs for our late tea (didn’t eat until after 7.30pm) and soon after went to bed.

Saturday May 7th
We were at the garage by 8am and left the truck there.  We walked to the town centre to see what rate we’d get for our US$ and discovered that they didn’t open until 9am so we went to the bank and managed to get K90,000 out (Nationwide and FNB this time!) but then couldn’t use the Halifax card so we wandered around until we found a small Forex bureau where we changed US$ 300 which gave us enough to pay for the Prado.  We then had breakfast at a cafe before walking back to the campsite (about 2km).  On the way we had a walk around the market which had loads of stalls piled high with lovely looking fruit and vegetables – we’ll go back and buy some once we have some transport! – as well as all manner of other produce.

Moffat, the garage owner, said that he’d phone us between 11.30 and 12 (the garage shut at 12pm on Saturdays) but we didn’t hear from him and when Kevin tried phoning the office number there was no reply.  He then tried the 2 cell phone numbers but neither were connected to the network.  At this point we both started getting rather worried as we didn’t fancy having no vehicle/tent/ food/ clothes until Monday morning....  In the end we spoke to the woman at reception, she tried the numbers with the same result so we then asked her to ring for a taxi.  Rather than taking the computer and cash with us we asked to leave it in their safe so the receptionist called the manager.  When he heard our story he offered to drive us to the garage so when the taxi arrived Kevin gave the guy K200 for coming out and we went with Steve (the manager) to the garage.  When he hooted outside the closed doors someone did come and open them and on driving inside could see a couple of mechanics working on the Prado – thank goodness!  They said that it was nearly ready so we waited until they finished putting things back together and then Kevin took it, with one of the mechanics, for a short test drive.  Just after Kevin got back to the garage a car arrived with a woman at the wheel.  She said that, on Saturdays, Moffat was  inclass as he was doing his Master’s Degree and would therefore have his cell phone switched off!  We told her that we would return around 8am on Monday morning and pay for the work.
We got back to the Lodge just before 3pm and went for a swim, put the tent up and sorted out stuff that we’ve hidden in the truck.  We then had a lovely evening meal, starting with sweetcorn (cooked in foil on the coals), then porterhouse steak with potato wedges followed by bananas, strawberries and rum wrapped in foil -  I’d bought a few strawberries at the market this morning.  We also had a nice bottle of dry red wine, the first decent cheap red we’ve found in Malawi as most of the wine is white or rose and all the cheaper red wines have been sweet.
Sunday May 8th
Didn’t get up until getting on for 8am!  Yesterday Steve had suggested that we take the car for a decent drive fore we paid for it on Monday so we did just that. We drove towards the Lake for an hour or so and then turned round and drove back to the campsite and the Prado seemed fine, thank goodness.  We stopped off at the market and bought some fruit and vegetables.  As soon as the stallholders realised that I was buying I was besieged by guys offering pineapples, paw-paws, carrots, bananas, garlic, ginger, avocados, coriander, apples etc etc!!  I probably ended up paying over the odds for most of the stuff but it never mind.  
After a sandwich for lunch we had a swim in the pool and then spent the afternoon relaxing.  We did manage to get wi-fi internet access so I was able to check the bank accounts and then we downloaded a few more books onto the Kindle, which was an excellent buy as it’s meant that we’ve only had to carry 2 or 3 books with us – previously we’d always taken around 10 books which took up quite a bit of space.

We’d bought some chicken breast and still had some bacon and a couple of sausages left so we had roast chicken with sausage and bacon rolls and baked potatoes, it would have been nice to do roast potatoes but we’d have needed another pan.

Monday May 9th
We bought a few items at the nearby foodzone supermarket, including 3 more bottles of red merlot we’d had yesterday and then went to the 4x4Centre garage.  Moffat apologised for not contacting us on Saturday and we handed over the cash and then we went to Shoprite to get a few supplies – and the bank to get more cash....
We then headed north again on the same road that we travelled on last week and passed the same convoy of cars that we’d seen last Friday!.  We were pulled over by the traffic police and told that we’d been speeding, doing 75km/hr in a 50 zone – plenty of other motorists had also been pulled over as well – and that the fine was K5000.  Kevin had to go over to a small van and queue to pay his fine and received an official receipt.  We stopped at Kasungu town to replenish the Kuche Kuche crate (all bar 2 bottles finished) and then carried on north to Luwawa Forest Lodge in the Viphya Forest Reserve arriving there around 1pm.  The Lodge is in a lovely location in a clearing in the forest overlooking a dam and there are chalets and a dormitory as well as a campsite.  The lodge offers a range of activities – walking, mountain biking, climbing and canoeing to name just a few.  After a late lunch (we didn’t arrive until just after 1pm) we had a walk around the lovely garden filled with flowering shrubs and down to the dam, had a beer in the bar at the lodge and then spent the rest of the afternoon at the campsite.
The Lodge is at around 1600m (about the same height as we were on the Zomba Plateau) so we were expecting it to get cold as soon as the sun went down but it wasn’t too bad and we were fine with our fleeces and socks and a decent fire.  
Tuesday May 10th
As we’d planned to go for a walk this morning we had boiled eggs and toast for breakfast.  The lodge has a folder with various walks described (plus hand drawn maps) so we had a look and decided on the Luviri Fire Tower walk which was said to take about 3 hours.   It was a lovely walk through a range of different habitats including pine forests, eucalyptus forests, grassland and some indigenous forest.  There were lots of flowers on the track verges – the advantage of coming at the end of the rainy season – so I kept stopping to take photos.  We saw plenty of evidence of logging activity with piles of cut wood alongside the tracks.  On closer inspection Kevin said that they must have used a circular saw to cut up the lengths of timber, there was no evidence of them so they must transport the saws around the forest.  There were piles of long, cut planks in different sizes and also big heaps of offcuts – the parts that had some bark on.  We spoke to one of the guys that we saw and he said that the offcuts  are used for firewood.  We took the GPS with us (none of the tracks are currently on Tracks4Africa) and did just under 10km in 2 ¾ hours.  When we started it was overcast but soon it was sunny with cloudy patches but there was a nice breeze to keep us cool.
We were back at the lodge soon after midday and heated up some chicken wings (cooked a couple of days ago) for lunch – and I finished off the huge tasty avocado that I’d bought at the market on Sunday and which has lasted me for 3 lunches!

I did a load of washing and hung it out to dry and then we spent the rest of the afternoon on the veranda at the lodge.
After our tea we walked back to the Lodge and sat in the lounge area with most of the other guests around a log fire.

Wednesday May 11th
We’d decided on hiring mountain bikes today so had cheese on toast for breakfast.  The hire charge is rather expensive at $10 per hour but we thought that 2 hours would be enough for us as we’ve not ridden a bike for at least 3 years!  We planned to find the Kamwe fire tower and took one of the maps from the Lodge.  Most of the first hour was uphill so tiring on our legs but a nice ride.  We then ended up at a junction that didn’t seem to be on the map so decided to return by the same route.  When we got back to the dam by the lodge we saw a smaller path that looked like it might go to the West of the dam so we followed it and, eventually, found ourselves back at the Lodge.  We’d been out almost exactly 2 hours and covered about 12km.
After lunch (sandwiches) I did more washing (all this activity makes for lots of washing!) and then spent a bit of time with the map and guide book planning on where to go next.

Thursday May 12th
We decided to stay at Luwawa for another night so after breakfast went on the Indigenous Forest walk which, for the most part, was well marked.  We crossed a marshy area and then were into an area of proteas and indigenous trees, some of which had notices about what they are used for by the locals.  We also saw an insect trap at the base of a tree – the locals eat the insects.  Once again there were plenty of flowers along the route and several birds including a couple of purplecrested turacos (louries) which have beautiful blue and red wing marking when they fly.
After lunch (beans and cheese on toast) I had a walk around the lodge garden which has lots of narrow pathways amongst the trees and shrubs and saw lots of sunbirds enjoying the nectar on some of the trees.

We been surprised by how many girls that we’ve met who are backpacking, mostly in pairs but several on their own.  At this site we’ve met a pair of girls from Holland, a pair from Switzerland and a girl on her own, also from Switzerland, they are all on holiday either just in Malawi or travelling through Southern Africa.  Many of the other travellers that we’ve met have been working for volunteer groups, mostly in schools or hospitals.  At nearly every place that we’ve camped in Malawi other guests have been amazed by our roof-top tent and Luwawa was no exception.  The Swiss and Dutch girls all came across to have a look at our vehicle and tent and this afternoon a couple of men from the UK came across for a chat about the tent!

Friday May 13th
Packed up and headed further north, stopping at Mzuzu for provisions.  The People’s Superette had a good selection of meat as well as tins etc so we were able to stock up and then I bought lots of fruit and vegetables from a lady who had lot of produce in plastic bags in a doorway and the prices that she asked seemed so reasonable that I didn’t bother haggling.  We then tried to get some fuel but the garages only had petrol.  Eventually we did find one on the way out of town that had diesel but as there was a queue of a dozen vehicles we didn’t bother to stop as we’ve still got ¾ of a tank left.
We stopped at  Matunkha Lodge just ouside Rumphi, rather than driving to Nyika Plateau today, it’s only another 120 km but on a gravel road so it could take a while...  There are several chalets here and a nice campsite, a couple of sections have been terraced so we’re on a nice level site.

Just before dusk a couple of horses, some cows, donkeys and goats wandered up through the campsite to their boma nearby.  We went and watched as they each went into their respective enclosures.

In the evening a car arrived which we recognised from the campsite in Lilongwe, a couple who were working at an orphanage in Malawi, which, it turns out is here – we’d seen a notice about the orphanage at the entrance gate but hadn’t realised that it was the one they were at.

On a Friday evening the Lodge has a pizza night, they have an outside pizza oven and seating area around a fire.  If we hadn’t bought so much meat that we need to eat we’d have liked to try one. 

Saturday May 14th
No need to rush this morning as we didn’t have too far to go.  As we were leaving the guy that we’d met in Lilongwe passed us on a bike and stopped for a chat.  He told us about a shortcut to the Nyika Plateau.  On the way there I saw a woman selling tomatoes so we stopped and she only charged K100 (40p) for 8 medium sized tomatoes – very good value.  We saw plenty of evidence of tobacco farming here with the leaves hanging up to dry in open sided sheds.  This is the main cash crop for Malawi farmers but the problem for them this year is that the price of tobacco is very low.

We found the shortcut track (not marked on the GPS), a single track up and down hillsides and passing small communities along the way.

At the gate we had to pay the Park entrance fee ($5 per person per day plus $2 per day for the vehicle) and then had another 60km to drive to the lodge and campsite.  To start with we were passing through indigenous forest but as we climber higher the trees gave way to more grassland and by the time we were on top of the plateau, at about 2,200m (nearly 7000 feet) it was primarily open grassland and ferns with clumps of trees in the valleys.  We but did see tracks and dung of elephants on the track and later passed some zebra.

We stopped at a small dam for lunch (sandwiches) and as we arrived saw a group of roan antelope in the water.  A couple of them ran off but three of them stayed in the water for a while before wandering off into the trees, an unexpected and lovely sight.

As we got closer to the lodge we saw some pine plantations and logging activity with trees having been cut down and some burning going on. 
At the lodge reception we paid for 2 nights camping and then drove to the campsite about 2km from the lodge.  It’s is a clearing with trees on 3 sides and overlooking a valley and undulating grassy hills – a beautiful location.  Soon after we arrived a couple of guys came and introduced themselves as the campsite helpers, Lazarus and Sam.  Lazarus soon brought down some firewood and, even though it was only 2.30pm soon had a fire going for us.  It was a lovely sunny afternoon although when the sun dipped behind the occasional cloud we noticed the difference in temperature!  

This Park is certainly very different from the other ones in Malawi which are all thick bush.  It’s lovely to be able to just sit and watch. From time to time we could see animals on the hillsides opposite the camp – zebra, eland, roan antelope and bushbuck.  One bushbuck spent most of the afternoon around the campsite, probably enjoying the short cut grass.
Once the sun went down we were glad that we’d got plenty of wood to put on the fire.  The 3 big logs that Lazarus had put on kept going all night – we just had to move them in a bit as they got smaller – and we just added smaller logs from time to time.

Around 7pm a landrover and trailer arrived – up to then we’d been on our own but we didn’t bother them this evening as we were sure they had plenty to do.

Sunday May 15th
This is a day that we WON’T forget in a hurry – but more of that later!

When I woke up and could see some light in the sky I opened the tent ‘window’ and couldn’t see anything much because there was a heavy mist, however it did start clearing soon and soon a saw a couple of zebra passing by in the mist.  We got up around 6,30am, lit the fire, had a cup of coffee and then chatted to Graham and Mel who’d arrived last night after an 11 hour drive from Zambia...  They’re from Jo’burg and are spending 5 months travelling in southern and eastern Africa.

We had toast and another cup of coffee then packed up the tent as we planned to have a drive out for 2 or 3 hours.  By this time the mist had lifted and it was a nice morning.  We left before 9am and firstly headed for Chosi View Point, which we could see in the distance from the campsite and which gave a wonderful 360’ view of the Park.  We then drove on along winding single tracks over the hills passing groups of animals on the way and then down to Chelinda Bridge.  The track then followed the valley for a while.  At one point I pointed out a group of eland and Kevin briefly turned his head to look at them.  What neither of us had appreciated was that we were driving across small narrow causeway and Kevin accidently turned the wheel to the left,  missed the track and we ended 30cm to the left of the ‘bridge’ with the front nearside wheel spinning in some mud.  He quickly backed up but then ended up with the back nearside wheel in more mud and this time he couldn’t go back or forward so out we got to have a look.  The wheel was in a deep wet hole.  There was nothing in front of us that we could attach the winch to (never any trees around when you need them!) so Kevin got the spade out and dug out some of the ground in front of the wheel and put rocks that we managed to dig up under the front of the wheel but it didn’t help, as soon as he tried to go forward the wheel just spun.  Next he got out the 2 jacks and, fortunately, the ground behind the wheel was quite firm so he eventually managed to lift the wheel enough to get a few stones under it but, once again, it made no difference with the wheel just spinning – this is where we could do with diff lock on the truck.  So he repeated using the jacks and put larger stones and rocks under the wheel but all that happened when he tried to move forward was that the stones dropped further into the mud and the wheel was just spinning.  The third (or was it the fourth) time he spent a lot of time lifting the truck up with the jacks, putting big rocks under the wheels, letting the jacks down a bit to let the rocks settle, then lifting the truck again to put more rocks and stones in, he must have done this 3 or 4 times – by this time we’d used up pretty well all the rocks around and he must have got a good 40cm of rocks under the wheel.  This time he didn’t remove both jacks before trying to drive out but left the small one under the tow hook with the wheel resting on the rocks but not with the full weight of the truck and –HOORAY!!! – it worked.  Thank goodness.  It took us 2 ½ hours to get out of that hole..... and by this time Kevin was filthy as he’d been lying in the mud and water in order to get the jacks under the truck and to put the rocks under the wheel but at least we were out.  I wasn’t too bad, just my feet and hands were very muddy.
We drove back to the campsite (about 18km) and Kevin immediately went for a shower while I made us toasted sandwiches and then after lunch I had a shower.
Kevin then wanted to tidy up inside the truck, as we’d had to take some stuff out in order to get at the jacks etc.  I suggested doing in tomorrow but he wanted to get it out of the way so we spent the afternoon taking the boxes, bags etc out of the Prado.  Kevin then took the Prado to the lodge for a wash while I cleaned up the boxes and washed the trainers, socks and shorts that he’d been wearing this morning.
By the time he got back and we put everything back it was getting on for 5pm so time to get the tea going.  We made spaghetti bolognaise, with enough bolognaise to keep in the fridge for another meal – the mince that we bought in Mzuzu was excellent quality and not too expensive.

Monday May 16th
I got up before 6am today as, when I looked out of the tent ‘window’ the hillsides were clear and there was a pink tinge in the sky.  The 3 big logs were still glowing so I soon had the fire going for a cup of coffee and then sat and watched the view.  The sky was quite cloudy and, although there was no wind at ground level, the clouds were moving quickly across the sky so ever changing.  From time to time zebra and eland passed by quite close to the camp, a lovely start to the day.
After coffee and toast for breakfast Lazarus insisted on doing our washing up from the previous night and then I did a load of washing which we hung out to dry, then packed the tent away and went out for a drive.  We passed by a couple of small dams and saw plenty of roan antelope around them, there were also zebra, eland and reedbuck.  We’d seen a sign for an old iron smelting furnace so followed the tracks until we found it.  We had to park up and then walk downhill for about 400m to the furnace which is starting to fall apart.  There was a sign saying that it was last used in the 1930s. We then had to trek back up the hill and certainly noticed the extra effort needed at this altitude which is about the same as some of the higher slopes that we’ve skied in the French Alps but of course we’re much closer to the equator here (about 10’ South) so even frost is rare here.
We got back to the campsite and had toasted sandwiches for lunch.  It had been sunny in the morning but in the afternoon it clouded over and around 2pm it started to rain.  Kevin suggested putting the tent up (we hadn’t put it up earlier as we thought that we might have a drive out to the Chosi viewpoint for sunset) but I said let’s leave it until it stops raining – big mistake as the rain got heavier until it was pouring down and creating rivers down the camp hillside!  It also got much colder and despite wearing our fleeces and socks – and I also had an extra thin fleece blanket – we were still cold.  After an hour and a half we remembered the small kitchen building that Lazarus had shown us yesterday which has a wood burning stove in it so Kevin took off his socks and shoes and put on his flip flops (no point getting his trainers and socks wet) and made a run for it.  He then whistled for me so I took off my socks and sandals and ran over to the hut where Kevin had got the fire going so we soon warmed up.  After 20 minutes or so we could see some blue in the sky and soon after the rain stopped and it was amazing how quickly the puddles disappeared – apart from our fire area which was still a pond!  
We invited Mel and Graham to have a drink with us do we sat and chatted, enjoying the last of the sunshine.  Lazarus came and offered to try and sort out our fire but Graham suggested that we use theirs so once the sun went down we went and sat around their fire.  We decided that it would be easiest simply to re-heat the bolognaise sauce which we had with spaghetti.  We also made bananas with bounty bars and rum for the 4 of us, which Graham and Mel enjoyed.  We had a lovely evening chatting to them, comparing notes on where we’d been and getting tips of places worth visiting.  

Tuesday May 17th
We packed up and were on our way for 8am.  At the Park gates we had to pay for an extra day (we’d only paid for 2 days when we arrived).  As I’d finished paying Graham and Mel arrived so after we’d all had a look around the small information centre (which had an interesting section about the iron smelting furnace) we drove out of the Park and took the short cut we’d come in on (I’d marked the start of the track on the GPS) and Graham and Mel followed us and seemed to cope well with the ups and downs of the often stony track considering that they were pulling a trailer.
We then took another dirt road to Vwaza Marsh Reserve (Graham and Mel went on to Rumphi) and we arrived around noon.  The campsite looked rather neglected but in a nice location near the lake and soon after we arrived we could see elephants on the far bank.  After lunch we saw a group of elephants come down for a drink across the way from the camp.  There were a couple of small hillocks between us and the dam so we manages to get within a couple of hundred metres of the elephants and watched then for some time until they looked like they were going to cross the river when we slowly retreated back to the campsite.
Later in the afternoon we went out for a drive, mostly alongside the lake.  Soon after we’d started I noticed some tetse flies in the truck so Kevin stopped and got the fly spray.  After he’d given the inside of the Prado a spray the flies either died or were trying to get out of the windows so we’d wind the window down a bit to let them out but also trying not to let any others in!  We saw some kudu, impala, hippo and a warthog.  Eventually the track by the lake petered out so we went back and followed a different grassy track back to the ‘main’ one.  I noticed that on the GPS there was a warning a bit further along the track “tetse fly breeding area’”and, sure enough, there were soon lots of them around the truck so we would the windows up and put the air conditioner on!  The flies followed us for ages (I expect the dark blue colour of our Prado attracts them) but mostly disappeared once we stopped to look at an eagle on the ground ahead of us.  

Back at the camp Kevin went to check the showers and discovered that there was no water in the showers and none in the toilet cisterns either.  He spent a while trying  to find the guy who’d met us when we arrived but couldn’t find him so we decided that we’d be better off driving to the campsite just outside Rumphi (that we’d stayed at 4 days ago) which was about 35km away so we packed up and left.
We got to the Orphanage campsite around 5pm and discovered that a group of 30 cyclists and their support vehicles were staying there.  Luckily most were staying in chalets so there was room for us on the campsite.

We’d bought t-bone steaks in Mzuzu a few days ago but weren’t sure how tender they would be so we cooked some chicken pieces in peri-peri first and then did the steak with potato wedges and tomatoes.  The steak was really tough so we put it away to use in a potjie and had the chicken instead!

Wednesday May 18th
In the morning we were told that there was fuel in Rumphi so we drove to the fuel station and filled up with just over 100 litres of diesel – and then had to go to the bank to get some more cash!  We then drove to Mzuzu where we did some shopping at the People’s Superette, bought fruit and veg from roadside sellers and also 4 hand painted postcards plus stamps.  As we were putting our stuff away several guys arrived with more, larger paintings and I ended up buying 4 of them!!
We then drove down to the lake, having decided to spend a few days in the Chinteche area.  The road from Mzuzu to Nkhata is the worst tar road that we’ve driven on in Malawi (so far...) as there were quite a few potholes and the road edges were in bad condition.  At one point a lorry coming towards us almost forced us off the road.
There were a couple of lodges with campsites in the Chinteche area with good write ups in the guide book but the first one that we passed had a sign up saying that it was closed for renovation so we carried on and went to Nkhwazi Lodge.  There was no-one around when we parked so we weren’t sure if it was open but soon a guy arrived and showed us around.  The lodge is in a beautiful location by the Lake and there are some big shady trees for camping under.  Kevin enquired about electric and he said that they could run a lead from the kitchen, so we parked up and set up camp.  After a sandwich for lunch we went for a swim – lovely!  I did a bit of snorkelling but it wasn’t very clear as the sand and mud were being moved about by the current.
In the evening, as we were cooking, the full moon came up over the Lake – what a fantastic sight.  I tried to take some photos but they haven’t come out too well, I really need to go on a course to learn how to use this new camera!

Thursday May 19th
I got up before 6am to watch the sun rise over the lake – another brilliant sight, and I was more successful with the photos this morning.  There were several canoes out fishing and the water was absolutely calm, you couldn’t hear any waves at all, so very different to a couple of weeks ago when we stayed at Senga Bay.  I stopped for a chat with Jim, the owner of the lodge.  He’s been here for about 15 years and the site was a cassava field when he bought it.  He’s now in a wheelchair although he can get around with crutches and is suffering from malaria – he certainly doesn’t look well.
While we were having coffee and toast for breakfast a local guy came and introduced himself and asked if we wanted to look at his paintings.  I said that we’d already got several so we chatted to him for a while.  Samuel’s very well spoken trying to do a course in electrical engineering at Zomba so, in the end I did buy one of his paintings! Later I did a load of washing and then went for a swim at around 8am.  The water was warm and still very calm so the visibility was good so I really enjoyed the snorkelling.  The fishes weren’t as colourful or ‘friendly’ as the ones near Cape Maclear but there were plenty of them and some larger ones as well.

I’ve spent the rest of the morning catching up with this dairy and putting loads of photos on the computer – this is the first time that we’ve had electric for nearly 10 days so I’m making the most of it!

Before lunch I did some more snorkelling, the water wasn’t quite as clear as earlier but I still saw plenty of fish.  After lunch it was my turn to use the hammock (which Kevin had put up between 2 trees this morning) and later we had another swim but didn’t bother snorkelling as the bottom was being stirred up by the waves.

I intended writing the postcards we’d bought but then discovered that they were in fact cards so I’m going to have to try and find some envelopes......

Later in the afternoon a couple with a couple of kids arrived, had a look around and decided to stay in a chalet.  Luke works for Medicine Sans Frontier and is currently based in Lusaka working on the Aids programme, so his family are able to stay with him.

We used the cooked ‘t-bone steak’ meat in a potjie and it was excellent.  I also made a pineapple ‘cake’ using the beer bread method but adding more sugar and pineapple pieces which turned out well.
Friday May 20th
We woke up around sunrise to find that it had started to rain so Kevin got up and checked that the electric connection was safely stowed away under the Prado and then he returned to bed and we slept in until nearly 8am by which time the rain had stopped.

We had to use a firelighter to get the fire going to boil the kettle as the wood was wet and then had a cuppa with the remains of the pineapple cake.

We had originally intended going out for the day but in the end couldn’t be bothered to pack the tent away so spent another quiet day at the campsite!  The Lake here is very wide, you can hardly see the Mozambique hills but at this site there are a couple of rocky bays with some trees growing beside the water – and some of them in the water – so it seems more like a lake than the sea.
Saturday May 21st
I got up early again to watch another lovely sunrise over the Lake and then put the kettle on for a cuppa.  We packed up and left around 7.30am.  We drove back up onto the Plateau and back to Mzuzu where we did some shopping and then headed north again, past Rumphi and then down to the Lake again.  Altogether we passed 4 jack-knifed lorries, 2 on the way to Muzuzu and 2 more on the steep road down to the Lake after Rumphi, as usual braches in the road were used as warning triangles.  In the north the escarpment is much closer to the Lake so as we drove down we had excellent views of the Lake.  Despite the steep ground on the escarpment there were still lots of settlements surrounded by small areas of maize, tobacco, bananas, paw paws etc.  

We stopped at Hakuna Matata Lodge near the Lake, a new place which only opened last December.   It’s right next door to Chilumba Lodge which is a larger site which caters for overlanders so we were happy to have a much quieter place to stay. Mind you the site is very sandy and we got the truck stuck in the soft sand so had to let air out of the tyres before we could get out!   We had a sandwich and then a swim,  a walk along the beach and then a wander around Chilumba camp where we saw an overland truck with German plates so stopped for a chat with a couple who turned out to be from Austria and had spent a year travelling down the Eastern side of Africa.  

Sunday May 22nd
We had a lie-in and then took our time packing up as we didn’t have far to travel today up to Livingstonia which is only 4km from the main road as the crow flies but is about 20km by road as it twists and turns up the escarpment and took us just over an hour to get to the top.  Sometimes the track was very rough and stony so very slow going.  We passed a guy on a bike with saddlebags – not a trip I’d fancy!  Later we met a couple of motorbikes going down the hill.  We stopped at The Mushroom Farm which has a campsite and met Mike, the owner.  Sadly they don’t currently have anywhere for campers with rooftop tents but he did show us around his place which has stunning views over the Lake.  Next we stopped at Lengwe Eco Lodge where we were able to stay, again there were wonderful views out over the Lake and surrounding country.  We had an early lunch and then drove up to Livingstonia which was built by a Scottish Mission in the early 1900s (after having moved from a couple of locations by the Lake because of malaria).  The ‘town’ is very spread out along the edge of the Plateau and has a large church, hospital, schools and, more recently, a university.  As we got higher we saw areas of cleared land where crops had been planted on what looked like impossibly steep sided hills.  We also passed some coffee plantations – the first we’ve noticed in Malawi, although we knew that it’s grown here as we’ve bought some.
Unfortunately the museum was shut (despite the guide book sating that it was open daily from 8am to 5pm) so we just drove round for a bit and then returned to the campsite.  The Lodge has an area set aside for permaculture and we had a wander around the garden which had ponds and water channels to irrigate the crops – very interesting. 
Later on we spoke to the guy who owns the Lodge and started it 10 years ago when it was mostly open land that had been unsuccessfully farmed by the locals.  He’s let the indigenous vegetation grow back and built terraces for the fruit, vegetables and plants.  He has coffee plants and dries and roasts them himself –we shall have to try some!

After we’d eaten we were invited to join him, Ben (his 6 year old son, and a couple of other guests (from Switzerland and Holland) round the campfire.  A lovely evening –we didn’t go to bed until after 9.30pm!

Monday May 23rd
We enjoyed a cup of coffee for breakfast at the cafe and decided to stay for another day.  In the morning it was overcast – it had rained a bit earlier on – but by lunch time it had cleared up and we were able to sit out and make our lunch on the braai.  After a quiet afternoon reading we had an evening meal at the cafe, we both chose the vegetarian option which was filled rotis with salad and potatoes – very nice.

Tuesday May 24th  

After coffee at the cafe we packed up and left soon after 8pm and were at our destination by 10am!  We had to drive back down the escarpment the same way as we’d come up and luckily, once again, we met no other traffic.  We stopped at Sangilo Lodge by the Lake and after chatting to the owner, Mark (originally from Newcastle, UK) and also the guy from the Mushroom Farm who arrived just after us, we set up camp and had lunch.  In the afternoon we sat in the lounge area overlooking a small sandy bay.  We didn’t swim as it was overcast but I did have a paddle.  There are 6 chalets at the Lodge which have great views out over the Lake.  There are a few small, grassy camping areas behind Mark’s house and we managed to manoeuvre the truck into one of them – very sheltered and good shade as well.
Wednesday May 25th
I was up early to see my last sunrise over the Lake.  The sky was mostly filled with clouds but there were enough breaks in the cloud to see a lovely sunrise.  I also tried to take some photos of the water splashing over the rocks and the sun’s rays on the sand – haven’t looked at the photos yet to see what they’re like.

After chatting to Mark and getting some information about the road into Zambia we packed up, said goodbye to the Lake and set off.  After an hour or so we stopped at Karonga and filled up with fuel.  I then phoned The Flight Centre in Pietermaritzburg and asked them to see if they could get us flights to/from Jo’burg before and after our UK flights as we’ve decided that it would be better to do that rather than drive up to Jo’burg and leave the truck there.  We then did a bit of shopping and rang The Flight Centre back to see if they’d got anything.   Luckily we’ve been able to get flights between Pietermaritzburg and Jo’burg – and at a good price as well – although it means several hours in Jo’burg each way!  However they wouldn’t take credit card details over the hone so I had to ring Pat and ask her to go in and pay for us.
We then set off up the escarpment for the last time to Chitipa, a small town in the extreme NW of Malawi.  The road was in better condition that we’d expected from reading the guide book as it’s currently being upgraded (Chinese in charge of course!) and apart from a few sections where they’ve not completed bridges and the last few km we made good time and were in Chitipa just after 1pm.  As we had no information about the accommodation in the NE of Zambia, once we cross the border, we decided to stay the night at a motel in Chitipa (there are no campsites in the area) and set off early tomorrow morning.  
We’ve got a decent room with a shower and toilet – although there’s no water until 6pm!!  However we’ve got our own water so it’s not a problem.  We made sandwiches for lunch and then had a rest in our room.  It’s been nice to sit at a desk and write my diary – and be able to plug into the electric as well - I shall download this dairy onto a pen drive and, this afternoon we’ll go into ‘town’ and see if there’s an internet cafe – one is mentioned in the guide book but whether it’s still there are actually working.....

We’ve just got back from ‘town’ and found the Internet Centre but on enquiring about using the internet were told that they didn’t have it – typical Africa!! 
By 6.15pm we still didn’t have any water so Kevin went to enquire about it and discovered that there was a water problem and that it might be off all night! Luckily we’ve got plenty of water with us and there was a tap outside with dirty brown water that we could use for the toilet.  We used the gas (for the first time in well over a year) to re-heat a potjie which tasted excellent.

