Zimbabwe

April & May 2012
Tuesday April 3rd
Having done most of the packing in the trailer and bakkie yesterday we didn’t have to make an early start.  We had to go to Hayfields to pick up our meflium tablets (malaria prophylactics) and arrived at Rawdons soon after midday where we had lunch.  We both had fish and chips – excellent as always – and then bought a few bottles of beer before driving to Chelmsford Nature Reserve.  This weekend is Easter so the Sandford site was starting to get busy but we managed to get a stand for a couple of nights.

Quite chilly in the evening, we were glad of a fire to sit round.

Wednesday April 4th
We decided to drive into Newcastle to do some shopping for the next few days.  Just a kilometre from the campsite, as we were driving along the track through the game reserve, we had a puncture.  Kevin had avoided some rocks in the road but hadn’t seen a hidden concrete block in the grass next to the track which ripped the side wall of the nearside front tyre – which was, of course, one of the 2 brand new tyres he’s had replaced only a couple of weeks ago.  We changed the tyre and carried on to Newcastle.  We went to 3 tyre places but none of them had BF Goodrich tyres (all were still waiting for a delivery) so we ended up going to a place which was able to repair the tyre.  We left the tyre with them and arranged to pick it up at 8am tomorrow.
We did some shopping at the brand new mall just outside the town and then bought some gas at Midas before returning to the campsite.  We had lunch and then a quiet afternoon at the site. 
 For our tea I made a chicken korma following the ‘Spice Boys’ recipe and also made some naan bread.  Having the trailer means that we’re able to carry enough herbs and spices to make more of our own meals rather than using packet curries, chillies etc.

Thursday April 5th
We picked up the tyre at 8am, stopped off at Midas where we bought a cover for the spare wheel and then headed north on the N11 for 500km arriving at Doorndraai Nature Reserve, SW of Mokopane, around 3.30pm.  I’d phoned yesterday to check there were campsites available and had been told that we could just turn up – I was a little surprised with it being the Easter weekend but once we got there discovered a huge site near the dam.  It was quite busy near the dam with lots of groups with jet skis or boats but further away there was plenty of space – and it was also further from some noisy generators (there’s no power at the site).
Friday April 6th
A quiet day at the campsite.  We did go for a drive along the dam in the morning and discovered lots of people camping along the edge of the dam in an area meant to be reserved for day fishing.....
Saturday April 7th
We had 520km plus a border crossing today so were away just before 7am.  Apart from 40km of gravel and 10km of potholed tar we made good time to the Martin’s Drift border post and it only took ½ hour to get through the South African and Botswana formalities as it was very quiet today The officials said that it had been very busy yesterday (which was Good Friday so the start of the long Easter weekend) with long queues so we were glad that we’d waited until today to cross into Botswana.  It cost us P190 for road tax, which was a bit more than I expected.

We got to the shopping centre in Palapye at 11.45am, it was open so we bought a few supplies and then filled up with diesel which is much cheaper in Botswana compared to South Africa and Zimbabwe.  It was then another 200km to Woodlands Stop-Over just outside Francistown, where we’ve stopped on several occasions.  As usual as soon as we arrived we had a dip in their lovely pool and then put the tent up.  There were 3 caravans already parked up and in the evening 3 more arrived plus some people staying at the lodge so a busy night – all of the others were on their way back to South Africa after the 2 week holiday.
There was a little rain during the late afternoon but not enough for us to bother putting up the awning – much warmer here compared to Chelmsford and Doorndraai.

Sunday April 8th
More travelling today, this time across the Plumtree border and into Zimbabwe.  It took the best part of an hour to fill in a couple of forms and get through the Zim formalities but we had no problems.  We paid US$ 55 each for our 30 day visa plus $30 car insurance, $10 trailer insurance, $15 carbon tax and $10 Road Access Fee.
We left the border at 10.30am and reached the first police check point at 11am!  Between Plumtree and Bulawayo (about 100km) we were stopped 5 times as follows:
· 11.00  Police checkpoint.  The ‘T’ signs on the trailer were checked.

· 11.15  Police check point.  Waved through.

· 11.40  Police checkpoint.  Asked for driver’s licence, and to see fire extinguishers & warning triangles.

· 11.40  Road toll. $1

· 12.00pm Police checkpoint.  Asked for driver’s licence.

On the 150km from Bulawayo to The Antelope Park, just outside Gweru we were only stopped 4 times!!
· 12.40 Police checkpoint.  Waved through.

· 13.00 Police checkpoint.  Asked for driver’s licence and TIP (temporary Import Permit).

· 13.05 Traffic Safety.  Checking seatbelts and handing out leaflets.

· 14.25 Road toll.  $1

On arriving at the entrance gate to The Antelope Park we were told that the campsite might be full but, as the guys were  unable to contact reception with their radio, they let us in.  At reception we discovered that we cold camp and were shown around the place by one of their guides.  Compared to the majority of the National Park campsites that we used last time that we were in Zim this is fantastic! Lovely green grass to camp on near a large lake, free firewood and reasonably priced at $8 per person per night.  Mind you the various activities that they offer are expensive at $80 for a ‘Lion Walk’ and $50 for 1 hour elephant ride.  In the end we settled for the ‘Snake Induction’ at only $8 each! – we’ll do that tomorrow sometime.
Soon after we’d set up the tent 2 couples (each with a baby) came across and asked to have a look at the trailer so we showed them around and chatted to them – they live in Harare.  One of the guys had made his own trailer but wanted ideas for improvements.
Monday April 9th
During the night a couple of horses and a foal were around the campsite and knocked into our awning on a couple of occasions – the horses are some of the ones they used for giving rides.  Throughout the night we heard the lions roaring – they have a breeding group here plus some that are hand reared and do the ‘walks’.

After coffee and a breakfast bun we had a wander around the place which has some lovely family lodges along the edge of the lake and a huge wooden boma overlooking the lake.
Our ‘snake induction’ lasted for 45 minutes.  We saw about 8 different snakes, mostly venomous, which had been caught locally.  They keep them for a while to show to guests and then release them back into the wild.  The guy was very knowledgeable and it was interesting to find out more about them.  We saw night adders, puff adders, spitting cobras, barred cobras, twig snakes and olive house snakes  - we were able to handle one of these as its not venomous.

Most people had packed up and left this morning so we had a quiet afternoon at the campsite.  We did chat to a German guy with a motorbike.  He travelled down through Africa a few years ago and now leaves his bike in South Africa and comes out for 3 months each year.  
Tuesday April 10th
Only 270km to travel today so we could take our time packing up.  Quite a few road blocks again, mostly on the entry and exit of towns but we were waved through all of them.  

We arrived at Kuimba Shiri on Lake Chivervo by 2pm and were warmly welcomed by Gary and Elcine, who remembered us from our visit back in June 2010.  We chatted with then for a while and then Gary showed us the new campsite which has a lovely view over the Lake – and was bush last time we were here so must have taken some clearing.  

Once we’d set up camp we had a walk around the garden and bird park, again we noticed that lots of work has been done over the last couple of years. 

There was some rain in the late afternoon so we were glad that we’d camped close to the ablutions and kitchen area and were able to keep dry there.
Wednesday April 11th
 After coffee and rusks we drove into Harare to do some shopping for our trip to Mana – Gary had suggested a couple of good Malls which I was able to locate with our GPS which made getting to them very easy.  We managed to get nearly everything that we wanted.  We were glad that we’d brought most of the tinned items that we wanted from South Africa as tinned goods are very expensive here.  

We shared a Nando’s wrap for lunch and drove back to the campsite and spent the afternoon moving things between the bakkie and the trailer as we’re leaving the trailer at Kuimba Shiri while we do the Mana trip.  

Gary has a peregrine falcon, Bella, which he hunts and offered to take us out to see her work but, unfortunately, the wind got up and then we had a very heavy thunderstorm in the late afternoon so    we weren’t able to go.  After an hour or so the rain eased up and we were able to light the fire in the evening.

Thursday April 12th
It rained heavily most of the night – 2 ½ inches of rain we were later told – which is unusual for this time of the year but we were fine and warm in our tent.

We finished sorting out the gear in the bakkie and got a couple of the guys who work at Kuimba Shiri to help us move the tent from the top of the trailer to the bakkie’s roof and then moved the trailer next to Gary and Elcine’s house.

After lunch Dick & Sally arrived – they run Zim 4x4 and are taking us on the Mana etc trip and soon after Peter and Carol who live in Knysna.  We chatted for a while and then went for a drink at the bar and soon after Mac arrived – the final member of our small but select group!  There was a large group of BMW bikers, from Gauteng, staying in the chalets so Josh (Gary’s son) said they would fly their birds if the rain stopped.  Fortunately it did and we were able to watch them.  Gary is an excellent speaker and introduced the birds and their handlers as well as giving lots of background information.  We saw a spotted eagle owl, barn owl, gymnogene, a couple of lanner falcons and a fish eagle.  Anyone from the audience who wanted to was allowed to fly the owls, which was great.  The lanner falcons are amazingly fast – impossible to try and follow them with a camera!  For the fish eagle display we moved next to the Lake and Josh threw some meat into the water and the fish eagle flew down and caught it – he did this several times so that we could all try and get a good photo.  It was a very impressive display and we were delighted that we’d been around to see it.
Afterwards Gary offered to take us out to watch Bella hunt which were all keen to do.  We went with Josh in the open green Toyota and drove for around 10km on muddy dirt roads until we came to an open area of grassland with several ponds and reservoirs.  It was getting close to sunset so a bit late in the day for hunting but Gary was OK about releasing Bella, however almost immediately she got mixed up with a huge group of red-footed kestrels and we soon lost sight of her.  She has a radio fitted to her tail so Josh got out the receiver to try and locate her and said that she was a long way away.  Gary and Josh took turns at swinging the lure and calling her but we couldn’t see her and although she did come back closer to us according to the receiver Gary thought that she’s probably landed in a tree for the night – by now the sun had gone down and it was getting dark.  He was very hopeful that he’d be able to find her early tomorrow morning.
We all drove back to the Lodge and had a meal there in the restaurant, getting to know our fellow travellers.   We agreed to try and leave around 7.30am tomorrow morning.
Friday April 13th
We had a bacon buttie for breakfast and then managed to pack the tent away with less trouble that we’d anticipated – the first time that we’d done it on the bakkie.
Gary arrived before we left having found Bella, he’d then hunted her and she’d killed a duck.  We were all delighted that he’d found her.

We set off for Mana Pools before 8am on good tar roads.  Once on the main Harare to Kariba road the main problem was big slow lorries but it wasn’t too much of a problem. We stopped for a steak roll on the way – very tasty.  We arrived at the office around 1pm after which it was a straight rather corrugated road for 30km and then a better track to the campsite for another 40km mainly through mopane woodland.  We were quite surprised to see large Mopane trees rather than the more stunted ones that we were used to in Botswana.  We all had radios to keep in contact and once in the Park Sally kept us informed about the vegetation which was very interesting.  As we approached the river the vegetation changed and there were more open areas with plenty of impala around.
We arrived at the Nyamepi campsite on the banks of the Zambezi – a beautiful location – and had time to put up our tents before we had a sundowner, just lovely!
We’d organised taking it in turn to cook the evening meal so today Sally did us a chicken curry with lots of bits to go with it which went down well.
Saturday April 14th
Most of us were up to watch the sunrise – beautiful.  We decided to drive out together, taking our chairs with us so that we could stop for brunch/ lunch somewhere.   We drove along the track that runs parallel to the river to the West of the campsite stopping to watch elephants , buck and birds from time to time.  We stopped at the BBC site and walked down to the river.  What makes Mana different to all other parks is that you’re allowed to walk but, obviously, you have to be careful as there are buffalo, lion, hippo etc.  Dick is a qualified guide and takes a rifle when he walks so we felt fine about walking through the more open areas.  We then carried on to the Mucheni sites and, as there was no-one staying there we stopped for lunch at Mucheni campsite 2 overlooking the river.  We’d just brought stuff for sandwiches for our lunches but the others had bacon, eggs etc  which we all shared.  It was very interesting driving and walking with Dick and Sally as they know the Park so well  and also gave us lots of information about the birds, animals, trees and plants.  It’s lovely and green at this time of the year.  Peter and Carol have been to Mana Pools before but in the dry season so they said that it was completely different then.
We had an hour back at our campsite and then drove to Mana Mouth to watch the sun set – gorgeous.

We’d arranged to do the evening meal tonight which was chilli, rice and beer bread.  We’d cooked the mince and onions a couple of days ago so only had to add the spices, beans and tomatoes.  
We’re enjoying this group trip much more than the one that we did to Liuwa Plains as, with only 7 of us, we get to know each other well fairly quickly and, luckily, we all seem to have similar views.

Sunday April 15th
Dick had heard that wild dogs had been spotted nearby so we drove out together in the hope of seeing them.  We did spot some vultures in the vicinity and had a good look around but there was no sign of them however, on our way back, we met some people who’d just seen them so they turned around and took us to the area they’d been in where we discovered them with a carcass right beside the road – we must have driven right by them earlier but not noticed them in the thick undergrowth!
We all got out of our vehicles and sat and watched them but they soon moved away.  We went and had a look at the carcass that they’d left – an impala – and then walked across the gully on the track briefly.  We then decided to carry on in the vehicles so I went back for the bakkie while Kevin waited for me.  Peter and Carol went first and I followed and as we drove over the gully we saw Kevin running towards us – he said that the pack of dogs were approaching along the road – his face was a picture!!!  We stopped and saw wild dogs on both sides of the track so we sat and watched them, then backed up and parked, got out and approached them slowly.  We must have sat and watched them for the best part of an hour as they chomped on the bones or rested under the bushes – wonderful.
Next stop was for brunch under a shady tree beside a pool which was full of water plants – you could hardly see the water at all.  We enjoyed watching (and trying to identify) several birds as they visited the pool, especially a woodland kingfisher which was around all the time that we were there.
On the way back to camp we stopped to have a walk out to see if we could find some lions that Dick had been told were lying up not far from the Long Pool.  We walked for a while but there was no sign of them.
We had a bit of time at the campsite and then drove out in the late afternoon, ending with a sundowner at Mana Mouth again.  This is our last day at Mana Pools but certainly somewhere that we’d like to return to.

Monday April 16th
We were up early to see another superb sunrise and then packed up, had a bit of breakfast and left camp by 8am.  

Today we spent most of the day travelling along the Middle Jesse Road which Dick and Sally, with some other people, opened up last year after several years of neglect.  This was the first trip along the track after the rains so we had all brought bits of equipment (including a chain saw) in case we needed to clear the track.  In fact, for the most part, it was absolutely fine.  It took a while to negotiate some of the dry river crossings but only a couple of them needed a bit of work doing.  Kevin and I took it in turns to cross the river beds (but I made sure that he did the harder ones!)  I was nervous when I did the first crossing as it’s been a while since I’ve done much off-road stuff but after that I really enjoyed myself.  We were both glad that Mac was with us as he teaches off-road 4x4ing so he was able to suggest the best route / gear etc which I, certainly, found very helpful.
The Middle Jesse Road runs almost parallel to the Zambezi River but about 10km to the south and the vegetation is quite different to the Mopane woodland, it’s called Jesse Forest and is on a richer soil so as well as large trees there’s thick undergrowth.  At this time of the year with leaves on everything it looks lovely but you can’t see more than a few metres into the bush.  Once again our journey was made more interesting with Sally pointing out different trees and shrubs.  We could see that elephants have made good use of this track through the forest and we did see a couple of them.  One was on the road in front of us and was very reluctant to move into the bush so we had to travel at an elephant’s pace for some time until he did eventually disappear into the bush.
We stopped for a late lunch under the shade of a large tree on the edge of the sandy dry Sapi river bed and then decided that, as we’d made such good time to this point that we’d push on to Chewore Camp and spend 2 nights there rather than bush camp in the forest.  As we drove back towards the Zambezi the vegetation changed again to mopane woodland with several baobabs and some open areas.  Just before we arrived at the campsite Sally radioed to say there were some lions with a kill to our left.  We were behind her and just in time to see them disappear into the scrub.  We all waited for a while but there was no sign of them so we decided to go and set up camp and return later.
Chewore is a beautiful camp situated on the banks of the Zambezi, and as at Mana, under huge shady trees (which, sad to say, I’ve already forgotten the name of).  This is a hunting concession area (as is much of the land that we travelled through on the Middle Jesse Road) so the animals are much more wary of vehicles and people – probably the reason that the lions moved off as soon as they heard a vehicle.  However Chewore camp is primarily used by fishermen, not hunters.
After sunset Mac, Sally and I went to see if we could find the lions (the others remained at the campsite) and we were rewarded by finding them.  This time they didn’t move off so we were able to watch them for some time at their kill, there were 3 of them.

Tuesday April 17th
A quiet day spent at Chewore camp.  We did drive out in the morning to see if we could find the lions but there was no sign of them.  We then went to have a look at the newly refurbished Chewore lodge nearby and were shown around by Johnny – it was damaged by high flood waters last year when all 4 gates on the Kariba Dam were opened.  Part of the bank had been eroded and there were several large trees that had fallen into the river – they made excellent perches for kingfishers though!

Dick, Peter and Mac went fishing in the morning but didn’t manage to catch our supper!  Sally, Carol and I walked across the Chewore River and over the hot sand to the Zambezi to watch them and the local pod of hippos for a while.  It was getting very hot by now so Mac found a small pool which was safe for a quick dip, then I, followed by Peter and Carol also had a lovely cool down in the river.
In the late afternoon Dick had arranged for us all to have a boat trip – there was no-one staying at the lodge so the boats weren’t needed.  We travelled upstream and were lucky enough to see a small group of elephants, one of them was down by the river but soon climbed up into the surrounding bush.  We also stopped to see various birds along the river bank.  We passed a couple of fishing camps (mostly empty at this time of the year) and then drifted slowly downstream while Dick, Mac, Peter Kevin and our ‘driver’ (whose name I forget) fished.  Kevin mostly caught logs and managed to lose several hooks, he did get 1 fish but it escaped!  The only successful bite was from on e of the lines that our guide had put out and which he let Carol land.  It was a smallish tiger fish so we released it.  
Wednesday April 18th
Today we travelled south and east to the Mkanga River.  For the most part it was easy driving along sandy roads although we did stop to remove a large tree that was across the track – Mac pulled it out of the way with his Cruiser – and there were a few washed away gullies to negotiate.  We saw a few impala and a few waterbirds in an area where there were some pools-  Dick and Sally were surprised how little water there was in some of the pools.
Mkanga Lodge is a hunting lodge, we were staying at their new bush campsite a few kilometres from the lodge.  We went to the lodge first and had a late lunch – as usual Carol and Sally provided tasty snacks to go with biscuits.  As we were about to set off to the campsite the ‘boys’ got involved with helping out a guy mending a landrover.  In the end Peter left him with his spanners and arranged to pick them up later.
The new campsite, where we’re staying for 2 nights, is on the banks of the Mkanga River which, at this time of the year, had a few pools of water left.  We had to level some of the ground for the tents and then dug a couple of small holes to level our bakkie.  
Dick set up a shower (there’s only a long drop toilet at the camp) which we took turns to use.

Thursday April 19th
We drove out to look at some dinosaur footprints at the Mutumbe River. On the way we stopped at a lovely viewpoint overlooking the surrounding wilderness area – huge tracts of uninhabited land with virgin woodland. 

We parked close to the river and Sally and Dick pointed out a set of footprints, once Sally had swept the sand from them they were very clear – amazing to think that they are millions of years old.  We then followed a streambed for 1 ½ kilometres to see more footprints.  They were all made by a large meat eating dinosaur that walked on its back feet – something like an alosaurus I think (another name that I’ve forgotten, which is what comes of trying to catch up with my diary a week or so afterwards.  I should have done what Peter does and takes notes as we went).
We then drove to the confluence of the Angwa and Maura Rivers for lunch.  We weren’t able to cross the river with the vehicles because of some sticky mud so we walked across, followed a small gorge upstream and found a small patch of shade to sit and watch the hippos in the river below us.  We’d seen several locals fishing in the pools in the gorge and then below us a woman arrives with fishing poles and a baby on her back.  She ignored the hippos and checked out the river, then when she’d found a suitable spot for fishing, sat her baby down on the sand and started fishing.  

We walked back to the vehicles, stopping to look at some possible dinosaur bones – tiny fragments – in some of the rocks.  While Sally was deciding on the best place for out lunch Mac decided to drive along the river bed and Dick followed him – they both got stuck!  Mac drove through the sandy section OK but then got to a muddy bit and wasn’t able to climb up s small bank out of the mud.  Dick got stuck in the sandy bit, so the boys had some fun getting the vehicles out – free vehicle recovery practice!  Peter used his winch to pull Dick out backwards and then used a snatch rope to pull Mac out.
Friday April 20th
Peter and Carol set off early, having got direction from Dick and Sally, as they’d arranged to be in White River on Saturday.  We took some group photos and waved them off – hopefully we’ll see them again sometime.  The rest of us packed up more leisurely and drove to the Mavurodona Wilderness Area for our last night together.  
Once at the Angwa Bridge we were driving through communal land so there were lots of settlements along the way, very different from the last few days.  There were also other vehicles, some of them driven very badly.  A Mercedes which drove towards round a bend of our side of the road ended up in the bush (but no-one was hurt) and a motor cyclist who put his brakes on too hard on the gravel road came off his bike (also not hurt according to Mac who was behind us!).

We stopped at one point to look at some petrified trees.  They looked just like bits of fallen trees but when you touched them you realised that they’d turned to stone – amazing.
We did come to a narrow tar road but it was full of potholes so a pain to drive along.  We then turned off on a gravel road and then a rocky track for the last 8 kilometres to the Lodge and campsite.  The final section was a steep decent which we had to take very slowly.  Last year Dick said they’d taken some people with large trailers (off-road caravans really) along this track but he said “never again!”
This lodge is primarily for horse riding safaris but the horses weren’t there as they’d had some problems with lions, so they keep the horses at the main farm when they’re not needed. 
Saturday April 21st
We drove back to Kuimba Shiri today, stopping at Arundel Shopping Centre so do a bit of shopping and to say goodbye to Dick, Sally and Mac. We’ve had a wonderful time over the past 10 days with them and would happily travel with them again.  We may see them again in May and we’ve discussed taking part in the Regatta on Lake Kariba which Mac is organising........
We bought a Zim phone card but couldn’t get it to work.  We probably need to get it registered....

We arrived at Kuimba Shiri in time to see the birds flying, once again Gary did an excellent explanation.

Sunday April 22nd
We spent the day cleaning out the bakkie, reorganizing our stuff in the trailer and bakkie and doing some washing.

Monday April 23rd
We washed the sheet, duvet cover and pillowcases and hung everything out to dry.  We chatted to Gary and Elcine about the May Regatta and they very kindly offered to let us use their spare boat – they’re also taking part in the regatta – so we’ll return here in the middle of May, have a go at sailing here on Lake Chivero and then take the boat to Kariba.
Our visa for Zimbabwe only lasts for 30 days so we’re going to need to extend it.  Gary showed us where the offices for the Visas and for the vehicle TIP are in Harare so we decided to go and check them out and also find our if we have to renew them in Harare or if there are other towns that we can go to.

We drove to the multi-storey car park Gary had suggested that we use and, having driven a little way up the ramp, some guys at the side of the road waved to remind us that our gas bottle and spare tyre on top of the bakkie were too high – oops!  So we stopped, Kevin took them off the roof and we put them in the back of the bakkie before carrying on.
We walked to the immigration office and were told to return a few days before the Visa expired.  They also said that there were immigration offices in the main towns in Zim.  We then walked to the Customs House only to discover that it had recently moved and was only a couple of blocks from the immigration office, so we walked back and, after asking a few security guards, found the new office.  Once again we were told to return just before the current TIP expires but they were not able to say if there were offices in other towns.
We drove to Avondale Shopping Centre where we managed to get our phone card registered, using Gar and Elcine’s address and then shared a pizza for lunch.  We then went to Borrowdale Village Shopping Mall to visit Feredays bookshop but discovered that it was no longer there so then we drove back to Kuimba Shiri. We later discovered that Feredays is a hunting shop and that it IS at Borrowdale.....
It was after 3pm by the time we got back to Kuimba Shiri.  Around sunset I watched several fish eagles catching fish in the bay which the campsite overlooks - there appeared to be a family with a couple of adults and 2 juveniles.  I then walked over to the bird sanctuary to watch hundred of sacred ibis come in to roost on the trees on the islands in the enclosures – a lovely sight.

Tuesday April 24th
We spent a quiet day at the campsite  - lovely to be able to relax all day!

Wednesday April 25th
We were packed up and away by 7.15am.  We drove to Arundel Shopping Centre and bought provisions at the excellent Spar shop and then had a coffee at their cafe while I used their wireless internet – at last I could check my emails and send out a couple.

We then drove to Nyanga National Park in the Eastern Highlands.  As we drove towards the mountains we could see that they were covered in cloud and as we drove higher we had a few drops of rain so we considered having a chalet rather than camping.  We had a look around the campsite which looked OK although not much used as it’s difficult to get to most of the braai stands as they’ve planted lots of fir trees!  We then went to the Reception for Nyanga Dam and decided to camp as it was only $16 as opposed to $90 for a chalet.  
On arriving back at the site we were met by Simon who proceeded to put loads of wood on the donkey boiler and then brought us a barrow load of wood at no extra charge (but we did give him $2 for bringing it).  We put the roof and 1 side of the awning up as there was quite a cold wind blowing.  We cooked early (sweetcorn followed by sweet & sour chicken, bamboo shoots and pineapple with rice) using the gas inside the awning as it had started to rain and were in bed by 7pm.
Thursday April 26th
Very overcast when we got up and still cold (we’d been nice and warm overnight thanks to our duvet and blanket) so we put up the other side of the awning and sat inside for coffee and breakfast buns.  
It looked as if it might clear up so we decided to stay for another night and have a drive out around the Park.   We got a useless map from them but with the map in the guide book and our GPS managed to find our way.  We firstly stopped to look at a pit structure which consisted of a pit with a tunnel leading to it and surrounded by some round huts and corn storage huts.  One of the huts was directly over the tunnel with a hole in the ground so that poles could be placed through the hole and into the tunnel to keep the animals in the pit – very interesting.  Our second stop was at Nyangwe Fort, a dry stone wall structure on the top of a hill (one of several in the area).  It was quite overgrown but we managed to clamber onto the walls (now only a couple of metres high) and have a walk around.  We thought that it looked a bit like the Great Zimbabwe structures but one of our guide books said that they were constructed differently.  By now it was around 10am and the weather was gradually brightening.  In the distance, through the cloud, we started to glimpse sight of Mount Nyangani which is the highest mountain in Zimbabwe and as we drove closer the cloud lifted and we had a clear view of the ‘mountain’ – actually more of a long ridge.  We stopped at Mare Dam which has some chalets overlooking the Lake, the sun was shining and the dam looked lovely.  There were a couple of people fly fishing from the dam wall – there are trout in the lake.  
Next stop was the nearby Trout Farm which is still being successfully operated.  We had a look at some of the trout pools and then bought a couple of fish.  We watched while the guy in charge caught them, gutted them and weighed them for us.  It cost us $5 for the 2 trout.  We then backtracked past Mare Dam and on through the forestry plantations until we came up onto the higher ground above the plantations with some lovely views.  We saw a couple of buck but they soon disappeared down the hillside.  Nyangani Mountain was clear and bathed in sunshine apart from the southern section which was still cloud covered.  We stopped at the car park and could see the start of the walking trail to the top but as it was nearly midday we felt that it was too late to start out  and decided to do the walk tomorrow if the weather was OK.  We carried on around the circular drive and our final stop was at the Nyamaziwa Falls where we had a sandwich and then followed the track down to the Falls – lovely clear water tumbling down into a gorge.
Most of the forests in this area look as if they’ve not been managed for some time – not sure it it’s been left alone because it’s a National Park.  We completed the circular drive and then went to the Rhodes Hotel where we had a look around their interesting museum and then had a drink in the lounge.  The hotel and much of the surrounding land once belonged to Cecil Rhodes – the hotel was originally his house in Nyanga.  The museum gave some information about his time in what was then Rhodesia but also told the story of the people that were displaced once land was given to white farmers.
A lovely clear evening but cold as soon as the sun went down.  We sat by the fire to keep warm and were glad that we had plenty of firewood. 
Friday April 27th
We got up to beautiful blue skies – and, in the shade, still some frost on the ground!  We had bacon, eggs and beans for breakfast and then went to the office to pay for another night and to sign the register for walking up the mountain.  

We arrived at the car park just before of another car with2 adults and 3 kids who set off walking just ahead of us as we still had to pack our rucksack – we took waterproofs and our fleeces as we’d read that the weather an change very quickly on the mountain.

The first part was a steep uphill section to the ridge following a stream for part of the way.  Despite the cold nights there were still quite a lot of flowers on the hillsides, particularly everlasting flowers, mostly yellow ones.  There were protea bushes but very few with flowers and higher up amongst the rocks were flowering aloes.  Once up on the ridge the going was easier with a few flat boggy sections and the odd bit of scrambling.  There were lovely views over the surrounding area and into Mozambique to the East.   It took us 1 ½ hours to reach the top and just as we got there low cloud started to drift in from the south so we were glad that we’d brought the GPS and spare batteries in case we needed them to find the path back.  Sad to say there was rubbish next to the cairn marking the highest point, 2593m.  We found a comfy rock and ate our lunch watching the landscape drift in and out of view amongst the clouds.  The people who started ahead of us had got to the top 10 minutes or so before we did and a little later another group of 5 people (who we’d also seen and chatted to yesterday) arrived at the top – they’d only taken just over an hour...  
Just as we were about to set off back the cloud lifted to the West and we had some lovely views over the Nyanga Park and surrounding area and an easy trip back down the mountain.  

Rather than go straight back to the campsite we decided to drive out to Troutbeck Resort.  Unfortunately the track from the Nyangani Mountain carpark to Troutbeck was closed so we had to go back to the main entrance to the Park (signing the Mountain Book to say that we’d returned) and then take the tar road up to the resort.  We sat in the garden which overlooks a dam and had a drink and toasted sandwiches and chips.  It made a change to be able to sit outside in the sunshine rather than want to sit in the shade.  

On the way back we stopped at the village of Nyanga and bought a blanket – we’d been OK last night but if it got any colder we’d need it.

We got back to the campsite in time for a shower before the sun went down (so that I could get my hair dry) and, as last night, it turned chilly as soon as the sun disappeared but didn’t seem quite as cold as yesterday so we sat outside for longer watching the bush TV and the stars which were incredibly clear.
Saturday April 28th
Another day of blue skies so after coffee and breakfast bread we did some washing and hung it out to dry then paid for another night’s camping and went for a drive to the southern part of the Park using the map that we’d bought at the museum a couple of days ago as a guide.  We took the ‘scenic road’ to Pungwe Falls along a gravel road, some stretches were OK but others needed a bit of care so however we had great views across to Nyangani Mountain which was completely clear of cloud.  We were mostly driving through plantations and these looked, for the most part, as if they have been maintained and we saw some areas where trees had been felled.  

We took the Pungwe Falls track and soon came to a cabin but as we’d got our receipts for the Park entrance and for camping we didn’t have to pay anything.  As we’d got to the cabin another car arrived, they quickly paid and set off in front of us down a narrow winding track to a river crossing.  The other car had already crossed and disappeared by the time we arrived at the crossing so I got out to check it out.  There was a concrete base but also some deep potholes in the concrete which I directed Kevin to avoid.  On each side of the river was a cottage which can be hired out.  We carried on along the track and were glad not to meet anything coming towards us as passing would have been difficult.  After 5km or so we arrived at a steep drop down to the river.  The other vehicle appeared to be parked in the only place next to the river so we stopped and got out for a look.  Kevin decided that he could drive down and park on the rocks by the river, which he proceeded to so.  He then managed to turn the bakkie round so we were facing the right way to get out.

The river was beautifully clear with a couple of sandy bays – but too cold for swimming.  We were parked at the top of the Falls so could just see the top sections of them.  We chatted to the family who’d arrived just before us.  They are from Bulawayo and have visited this spot many times.  

Rather than have lunch at the falls we decided to carry on and drive on to the viewpoint.  Kevin got back up the steep rocky slope easily and we backed-tracked to the turn off, crossing the river once again.  From the viewpoint we could see where we’d been (and could see the Bulawayo family) and more of the Falls.  We chatted to James, who was employed by the National Parks and then had lunch at the picnic table there (we had chicken mayo sandwiches and made one of James which he enjoyed.  As with the majority if Zimbabweans we’d met and talked to he was well spoken and had good English. 

We then continued on to the Honde Valley viewpoint on the edge of the escarpment where there were amazing views of the valley down below.  Our final stop was at the Mtarazi Falls which drop down from the escarpment to the valley however you can only see the top part of them so a little disappointing I thought.  On our way out (there had been another ‘office’ at the Falls entrance but again we didn’t have to pay) we were stopped and a guy asked for a lift back to Nyanga so we made room on the back seat for him.  Having taken a lot longer to get to the Falls than we’d anticipated we took the track back to the tar road rather than retracing our steps.
We didn’t get back to the campsite until after 4pm so didn’t have much time to get sorted before the sun went down.  The coldest evening so far, even with my woolly hat, tracksuit bottoms and fleece I was cold so also wrapped myself in our thin blue blanket to keep warm by the fire!  We were glad that we’d bought that extra blanket yesterday.
Sunday April 29th
We didn’t have to rush to get away as it was only around 150km to our next stop at Vumba so we packed up slowly and gave the tent time to dry off in the sunshine – once again there had been a hard frost overnight and the flysheet was wet through.  We’ve decided that this campsite is a frost pocket as it’s quite low lying next to the river.  The chalets are all on higher ground overlooking the dams so probably don’t get as much frost.  
We arrived at the Vumba Botanic Gardens and had a look at the campsite, which is in a stunning location overlooking the lower ground to the East of the mountains.  At first we thought there was electric but soon discovered that the cables were no longer connected however we decided to stay for the night and see how cold it got – this site is higher than the one at Nyanga.....

We walked back to the office to pay, then had a late lunch and set up camp – only us there of course so we had the pick of the sites.  We then had a walk around the gardens.  40 years ago they must have been fantastic but, of course, they had years of neglect and are only recently and very slowly being restored.  The lake area now looks good and some of the paths through the surrounding woodland have been cleared but there’s still a lot of work to be done – and not enough staff to do it.
We could hear voices nearby so walked along to the 2 chalets and had a chat, and a beer, with the people staying there.

Once the sun went down we were pleasantly surprised to find that it wasn’t nearly as cold as at Nyanga – no blanket needed tonight as I sat by the fire.
Monday April 30th
I got up at 6am to watch the sun rise over Mozambique – beautiful.

Mutare, which we drove through yesterday on our way here, is very close to the border with Mozambique so after doing a load of washing  we decided to go to the border post to see if we could get our visa and TIP extended.  They told us that we had to go to the Immigration and Customs offices in Mutare so we drove back into town and went to the tiny ‘tourist’ office where we got directions to the offices.  In both cases we were told that we could only apply for an extension a couple of days before the current ones expire so this Friday at the earliest as they expire a week tomorrow on the 8th.
We did a bit of shopping in the TM and Spar supermarkets and then headed back to our campsite, stopping at The White Horse Inn for a drink on the way back.  There are plenty of lodges to stay at in this area and although they don’t get many clients are doing their best to stay open.  Zimbabwe is such a beautiful country and the people are so welcoming and friendly that it’s a shame that it gets such bad press (thanks to the government) so that tourists don’t visit – such a shame.

We had a walk along to the 2 chalets,  the picnic area, both of which are well maintained, and then down to the campsite (we’re staying at the ‘caravan’ park) which is completely overgrown.  We also found the old swimming pool which still had its concrete base and walls so was full of water – but not water that anyone would want to swim in!

The donkey boiler at the campsite had gone out (again) so we thought that we’d investigate a couple of others places nearby that advertised camping.  There was no-one around at the first place and it was tucked away in the trees so wouldn’t get much sun so we drove on to Hiva, the other place.  There was a truck there with a rooftop tent so we went and had a chat with them, a British couple, Matthew and Natasha, who are currently working in Malawi – a doctor and a nurse.  Their site was on open ground with lovely views but they said it had been very cold at night and as the sun went down we noticed that it did seem cold and when we got back to our site it was noticeably warmer despite being only a couple of kilometres away.
We have decided that we will stay in the Vumba until Friday, then get out visa and TIP extended before heading south to Chimanimani.

Tuesday May 1st.
Once again I was up to see the sunrise over the misty valley below.

We had a morning drive around the area on a circular route.  To start with we were on a tar road which gradually became narrower with more and more potholes as we travelled through thick forests on either side.  Then we were on a narrow gravel road winding through the trees for some time before we arrived at a forestry area where we were glad of the GPS as there were lots of tracks with no indication of the circular road route.  We then dropped further down into the Essex Valley where we were surprised to find well managed coffee growing estates and then, lower down, huge banana plantations.  By this time we were back on a good tar road so made much better time on the second half of the route.   We then drove back up onto the plateau area through quite a lot of settlements and then larger villages. 
We stopped at The Inn on the Vumba for a drink and then returned to the campsite for a late lunch.  We spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing at our site.

Wednesday May 2nd
My 60th birthday...
After coffee and breakfast buns we drove to Hiva to give Matthew and Natasha our card as they were leaving for Harare today.  We then drove to Leopards Rock Hotel and had a walk around part of the golf course which is a beautiful location and were back at our campsite by 10am.  After another sunny start to the day we noticed cloud starting to drift in while at Leopards Rock and by the time that we were at the campsite it looked as if we were going to be in for a cold day however by midday the cloud had all disappeared.

I went for a walk around the gardens with my binoculars and bird book and saw lots of birds near the lake.  There are plenty of aloes flowering at the moment with several different sunbirds visiting them for the nectar – I’ve also seen the sunbirds at some flowering trees which look rather like cherry trees.  

After lunch we went for a walk to Leopards Rock, which is the hill behind the Hotel that we visited this morning.  It was quite a steep climb (once we’d found the right, rather overgrown, path) but worth it for the wonderful views all around.
Thursday May 3rd
Earlier in the week we’d decided to stay in the Vumba Mountains and then go into Mutare on Friday morning to extend our Visa and TIP before heading south to Chimanimani but, for a treat, we decided to stay at The White Horse Inn for the night as the menu looked excellent (we’d had a look at it when we called in for a drink a few days ago).

We didn’t need to leave the campsite until after lunch so spent the morning there.  Kevin washed the bakkie and cleaned the air filter while I sorted out the trailer and then I had a walk around the gardens doing a bit more birdwatching.

After lunch (chilli wraps and salad) we drove to the White Horse, left the trailer there and then drove into Mutare to do our shopping (rather than leave it until tomorrow).  We were back at the Inn by 2.30pm and had a wander around the lovely terraced gardens.  
The Inn has wireless internet access ($5)so we were able to check and send a few emails which was useful.

We ate in the restaurant in the evening and both had the $18 menu.  I had smoked trout pate followed by braised kudu and then ice cream, Kevin had a mushroom omelette, the kudu and a crème caramel – everything was excellent, very good value.

Friday May 4th
After breakfast we left the trailer at The White Horse and drove into Mutare.  We got our visas extended very quickly but the TPI took a lot longer.  Firstly we went to the ZIMRA office where they said it could be extended but they wouldn’t take money there so we had to go to the bank, fill in a paying in form, queue and pay the $45 carbon tax for which we got a receipt.  We then returned to ZIMRA where Kevin was told that the TIP wouldn’t be issued until the payment had gone through so to return at 11.30.  

We drove back to the Inn, spent half an hour there, hitched up the trailer and returned to the ZIMRA office only to find that the payment hadn’t gone through yet but, fortunately just before midday they got confirmation of the payment so we gone our extension and were soon on our way to Chimanimani National Park, the southernmost park in the Eastern Highlands, fortunately only about 150km on tar followed by 20km on gravel.
From Chimanimani village we followed a sing to the National Park but later I missed the turn off and we carried on along a track through timber forests.  We finally came across some guys, trucks and machinery loading logs onto huge lorries and asked for directions.  They said we needed to go back to the Outward Bound signpost so we turned around and made our way back.  At the turn off there was also a sing to the Park which I hadn’t seen as we’d gone past.  It was another 10km to the campsite along a rough track so slow going, we eventually arrived around 4pm.  There were several terraced pitches to choose from (no one else there) but the first one that we tried was too narrow to get the bakkie out so Kevin then had to back the trailer around a sharp bend on steep ground – not easy – but he eventually managed it and we then pitched on the third, much larger terrace.
We soon and the tent up and a fire going.  Although we were at 1200m it didn’t seem cold and we didn’t even need fleeces sitting by the fire.  Spag bol for tea – nice and easy to cook.

Saturday May 5th
We woke to blue skies again and after coffee and breakfast buns we paid for 3 nights camping, got a map of the Park and decided to walk up to the Hut, a 3 hour walk with 450m uphill according to the map.

Just before we set off 4 Parks guys arrived with rucksacks, they’d been on duty and staying in the hut for the past 2 weeks.  

We set off just before 9am and made our way uphill through trees and rocks to start with and then out onto more open ground above the trees.  It was then a steep scramble up through rocks to reach the top of the plateau.  For the most part the path was easy to follow although we were sometime glad of the small cairns to guide us through some sections – we also had our GPS which had the path marked on it.  It took us 1 ½ hours to reach the plateau and then another 40 minutes across some grassland and then down to the hut.  However as we approached the hut we could see lots of smoke ahead and as we started to drop down we could hear the fire.  The wind was not blowing towards us so we made our way carefully over the brow of the hill and could see patches of flames on either side but the path was fairly clear so we hurried through and onto the burnt area.  As we dropped down we could see the whole valley below us on fire and all the land around the hut blackened by fire, however the hut had survived – it was build of stone but did have wooden timbers in the roof.  We then met one of the rangers, Oliver, who said that the fire had swept through the valley that morning, that he’d been on Skeleton Pass when he’d noticed it and had ran back to the hut and managed to put out the fire that had started on the roof of the ladies toilets.  From the vantage point of the hut we had a good view of the fire down below us and could easily see the effect of the changing wind.  So far the fire hadn’t moved across the river at the bottom of the hill.  We had our lunch and then set off back to our campsite.  The fire had moved further along the path but as the grass was quite patchy the flames were small so we got past them easily enough.  Once back on the high grassland we started to see smoke to our left which was blowing towards us so we hurried across and started downhill through the rocks.  A little later, when we looked back, it looked as it much of the grassy plateau was on fire.  We got back to our site before 1.30pm.  We both agreed that this is a wonderful walk, beautiful scenery, rocky scrambling rather than slogging up or down hill and a good length for us pensioners!!
The next group of Rangers were at the Office ready to start up to the hut for their stint so I told them about the fires.  They had big rucksacks with all their provisions for 2 weeks so I can imagine that it would take them at least 3 hours to get there.
There’s no hot water at the site as the donkey boiler is broken so we had a refreshing (and quick) cold shower and then washed our clothes and hung them out to dry.
Sunday May 6th
Sunny but windy this morning as I’m sat catching up with my diary.  To the south we can see clouds rolling in so our Eastern Highlands trip may end as it started in cloud and rain!  
Apart from a short walk down the track we spent the day at the campsite.  It remained fine all day with some cloud but mostly it was sunny however there was a cold wind blowing so we had our fleeces on most of the day.  Luckily the wind died down in the evening and we were nice and warm by the fire – we ended up taking our fleeces off!  
Monday May 7th
We were up soon after 6am and away before 7.30am on our way to Gonarazhou National Park about 270km in all.  Once back on the tar in Chimanimani village we made good time through the Eastern Mountains which mostly consisted of large timber plantations.  We then started to drop down through agricultural land and at one road junction stopped to buy some bananas.  I was soon surrounded by half a dozen people offering a couple of bunches (about 30) bananas for only $1!  I just bought 7 bananas and gave the girl R5 which she was pleased with.  As on all our ‘travelling’ days we were stopped by the police several times, mostly as we drove into or out of towns or villages.  So far we’ve had no problems at all and the police have generally been friendly and chatty. 

Once down onto the lowveld we noticed the increase in the temperature and the change in vegetation as it looked very dry with some areas already bare and parched looking – and this is only the start of the dry season.  We stopped for fuel at Checheche (not even mentioned on the map or GPS) which also had a new small shopping mall where Kevin bought some beer.
We turned off the tar before Chiredzi and drove 40km through a conservancy area to reach the entrance to Gonarezhou National Park where we paid for 4 nights’ camping.  The developed camps (with hot showers and flushing toilets) were $15 per person per night and the undeveloped camps (just a hole in the ground long drop) in more remote locations were $25 per person per night so we opted for 2 nights at Chilojo site 2 (undeveloped) and 2 nights at Chipenda Pools site 9 (developed).
It took us 1 ½ hours to travel the 35km from reception to Chilojo, for the most part on a reasonable gravel road with a few rocky, steep or corrugated sections.  We saw impala, kudu and one bull elephant but were surprised to see how dry it looked, even right next to the river.  Most of the park is mopane woodland and in some areas the trees and bushes are already losing their leaves.

We set up camp at the site overlooking the Runde River which, at the moment, is only taking up about ¼ of the river valley so there’s a big stretch of sand between us and the river which is just under the Chilojo Cliffs on the opposite bank.  As the sun set the cliffs turn a beautiful red colour.
Before the full moon rose we did some star gazing using our new book.  We can now identify Scorpio, Sirrus (the Dog Star) and Cannis Major (big dog!)

Tuesday May 8th
We were both up soon after 6am to see the sun rise.  After coffee and breakfast buns we had a  drive out along the loop road, we were out for less than an hour.  We saw plenty of impala, some kudu and a black backed jackal.  Back at the campsite we went to have a look at Chilojo campsite 2 (which we thought had a better outlook over the river) and then walked across the sand to the river and then back to our site.  As we approached the bakkie 2 baboons jumped out of the front windows which we both forgotten to close – what idiots, we should know better by now.  They’d thrown all the stuff on the back seat around, torn bits of paper and had chewed some of the books and CD boxes  but at least hadn’t had a crap in the bakkie! We spent the next ¾ hour taking everything out, checking it, cleaning up and putting it back in place.
We then decided to drive up to the viewpoint on the cliffs on the other side of the river.  When we got to the river crossing I walked across to check it out, it was only knee deep with some rocks but mostly sandy so it seemed OK and Kevin got across easily in low 2nd gear.  
On the way to the lookout point we stopped to check out the picnic site and a couple of other campsites, all in good locations on the riverbank.  From the viewpoint we had a lovely view of the river valley below us and across the Park to the north.  We could just spot our tent among the trees on the opposite bank.  We had some sandwiches and then drove back to our site, crossing the river at the same place.
During the afternoon 8 elephants came down to drink at the river – all males.  Firstly we saw 4 of them, then another 3 arrived and later another one.  They spent some time chilling in the river and then crossed to the far bank.  6 of them then wandered along to some deep gullies and disappeared into them – they must be able to get up onto the first level above the cliffs from there.  The other 2 spent some time eating and then re-crossed the river.

Wednesday May 9th
No rush to pack up today as we’re only moving 35km back too Chipinda Pools so after breakfast and washing up I did some bird watching.
We drove to our new campsite in time for lunch and then spent a quiet afternoon there.  There are 9 sites at Chipinda Pools in groups of 3 and each group has its own ablutions – spotless.  We did a load of washing (there’s plenty of hot water from a solar powered panel) and hung it out to dry.

We had a walk along to see all the sites which all overlook the river.  From our site we could see a group of 5 elephants amongst the reeds, they were around for most of the afternoon.

Thursday May 10th
We were woken by a strange noise and lots of birds ‘shouting’ which sounded close by.  I then spotted a large owl in the tree right above us (we had our roof ‘windows’ open) and several small birds sitting in the tree behind the owl who were doing the ‘shouting’ and occasionally dive-bombing the owl.  After a while it got fed up  and flew off.
I spent an hour or so birdwatching (there were more birds here than at Chilojo) and managed to identify some small finches as well as more obvious birds.  We then had a drive out to Massassinya Dam where there were lots of hippo.  Kevin had a walk along the dam wall and soon had the hippo heading towards him but they weren’t able to get as far as the dam wall as it must have been too deep for them so they watched us from a distance.  There was no shade there so we only stopped for 20 minutes or so and then decided to have a look at the old road bridge which was damaged by a storm several years ago.. On the way we saw a sign ‘Runde Causeway’ so thought that weds check it out.  There were several guys there laying gravel to build up the so that people can cross the river without going across the sandy section we did yesterday.  We couldn’t get all the way across as there was a broken down tractor on the way so after a chat with some of the workers we turned around and continued to the road bridge.  It must have been some storm to tear down the big pillars supporting the bridge.  We then returned to our camp and had lunch after which I did some more bird watching.  Best sighting was of 3 golden-tailed woodpeckers that spent ages hammering away on one particular tree.
Friday May 11th
We left at 7.30am and started to make our way back north.  We travelled through the lowveld sugarcane farms and then gradually up to the plateau which at around 1000m makes up the majority of Zimbabwe.  We got to Masvingo just before midday, did some shopping,  got some cash and then drove to Norma Jeane’s Lakeview Lodge which has lovely views over Lake Mutirikwe and beautiful gardens.  We were the only people at the campsite but several of the chalets were being used as there’s a fishing competition going on at the lake this weekend.  Camping is $12 per person but that includes electricity and the use of a large boma with plenty of firewood and there’s free wi-fi internet access at the main hotel.
Saturday May 12th
After breakfast we drove the 10km back to Great Zimbabwe and spent 2 ½ hours exploring the amazing ruins – we’d been here back in 2010 but it was well worth another visit ($15 per person entrance fee).
In the afternoon we drove to the Yacht Club to see the weigh in for the bass fishing competition.  We chatted to a few people and noticed how low the water was in the dam – only 30% full after 3 years with poor rainfall apparently.  Just before 4pm 25 bass boats (all powerful speed boats with big engines) appeared from all points and headed for the tent erected along the shoreline.  The fishermen collected red or yellow bags, put their fish in the bags and took them to the tent to be weighed.  Any fish less than a certain length (20cm I think) were not counted, the rest were weighed together and any large fish were also weighed individually.  Most fishermen reported low catches and small fish, they’d been on the water since 6am and some had only caught a couple of fish and very few had more than 5 fish.  Just before 4.30pm the second lot of boats started arriving (they’d started at 6.30am).  Tomorrow they’ll all be out again on the lake for another days fishing.  As they got their boats out of the water we noticed that most seemed to have sonar devices to help locate the fish  and we were told that in 1 day each boat will use around 100 litres of fuel – a very expensive hobby!  
In the evening we ate at the restaurant.  There was a set menu ($20) with a choice for the main course.  We both had the spicy rice and then shared a bowl of vegetable soup.  I had fish for my main course and Kevin had roast beef and we then both had sponge pudding.  We both enjoyed the meal.
Sunday May 13th
We left around 7.30am and drove back to Harare arriving at Arundel Shopping Centre at midday.  We didn’t see any traffic police until 10am and never got stopped once – must be a record!  After doing a bit of shopping we drove to Kuimba Shiri, set up camp and then went to chat with Gary and Elcine in the gardens.  They said that their boat, Big Brother, which had been in a yard in Kariba had been full of water so will take months to get back in sailing condition but they’ve managed to borrow a boat to use.  There was also quite a bit of work to be done on Paje, the boat that they were going to lend to us and also the trailer.  We agreed to go to the Regatta meeting tomorrow in Harare and see if we could join with anyone for the sailing.
Monday May 14th
We spent most of the morning chatting with Gary and Elcine and then a quiet afternoon at the campsite.  At 4.30pm we set off for Harare, taking Elcine and Natasha (Josh’s girlfriend) with us as Gary and Josh had driven into Harare earlier in the afternoon as some of their cattle were being sold at the cattle auction.  The meeting was at Jenny’s school (Jenny is Mac’s wife) and as we were there for 5.30 and the meeting didn’t start until 6pm Jenny showed us around her nursery school which has 5 beautifully equipped classrooms – 2 of them have recently had SMARTboards installed.  She and Mac bought the school about 6 years ago and have done a lot of work on it since then – very impressive.
We were introduced to some of the regatta sailors and then Mac went through the formal stuff – safety / route / overnight stops / racing etc. and then after that it was time to chat again.    We had a couple of offers of boats to sail on so we paid our entry fee $60 each) and said we’d make a decision tomorrow after we’d had a call back from Robin. Most people had taken meat to braai but there was a long queue so we ended up going back and cooking  at Gary and Elcine’s house.  Their house is lovely inside and out.  We sat outside in their boma next to the pool while the meat cooked on the gas braai and then ate inside, a lovely evening.

Tuesday May 15th
Robin rang and said that the offer to join his wife, Helen, on her boat was on so we agreed to meet up tomorrow morning.  
We took everything out of the back of the bakkie and gave it a thorough clean and then spent the rest of the day at the campsite.

Wednesday May 16th
We washed the sheet, duvet cover and pillows and hung then and the blankets out on the line.  We then left at 8pm and drove to Arundel Shopping Centre in Harare, hoping to get a couple of pairs of shorts repaired but the guy was very busy and couldn’t get them done today.  We then tried to use the internet at the Spar cafe.  We’d bought a voucher a couple of weeks ago and it was valid for 3 months ho as we were meeting Robin and Helen at 10am.wever I couldn’t log on and got a message saying that we’d used all the 50MB download – not too likely as we’d used the internet for less than an hour and mostly just for checking and writing emails.  We did speak to a couple of guys about it but they weren’t able to help much so we had to leave it.  
We both found Robin and Helen very easy to get on with and we also met their 2 year old twin boys who will also be sailing with us.....  A little later Flick, the other crew member arrived so we were able to finalise details about food and cooking etc.  (Robin will be on a different boat).  Helen and Flick seem quite keen to race rather than just do social sailing but also say that they aren’t competitive sailors and so we agreed to take it day by day and see how it went.

We then drove to Borrowdale Mall and bough the drink that we thought we’d need from TM supermarket but weren’t able to pay with our credit card so then needed to find a bank.  We had a pub lunch while we worked out what food shopping we needed to do and then spent half an hour (at least) trying a couple of cash machines that didn’t let us have any money and then trying to find the Barclays ATM which we eventually located behind the food court on the opposite side of the road and, luckily, were able to get $200 from our FNB account and $200 from Halifax.  We then spent $150 on our food etc shopping!
Thursday May 17th
I made a start on repacking the bakkie (as we’re not bothering to take the trailer or tent as we’ll be sleeping on the boat) and we found a few things that we’d forgotten so drove into Harare again.  We went to Arundel Mall and got what we needed from Spar and then found an internet cafe nearby which cost $5 for 100MB download and would work at any ZOL outlet so we bought a card, however we weren’t able to connect and eventually found that no-one else was able to access the internet so it must have been a problem with the service provider.  We don’t seem to be very lucky with getting internet access in ZIM!  However we did get out 5 bucks back.  And I was able to get my sandals (that got chewed by something weeks ago on our first night away from Richmond) for $2 – the first time that the shoe repair shop has been open when we’ve been to Arundel.
We were back at Kuimba Shiri in time for lunch (a toasted sandwich) and I then spent most of the afternoon repacking the bakkie and trailer.
Friday May 18th
We’re on our way to Kariba and I’m taking the opportunity to catch up with this diary.  We’ve just stopped for a nearly lunch at Lion’s Den where there’s an excellent butchery that had a stall selling rolls – we each had a steak roll ($4).  This is the place that we stopped on our way to Mana Polls with the Zim 4x4 lot.  It took us longer than it should have to get there as I followed the GPS and we ended up on a narrow tar road with lots of potholes for 50km before getting to the main Harare / Kariba road.
We met up with Gary & Elcine, Robin, Helen & the boys and Flick, Meg and Eric (Robin is sailing with them)at Makutsi Hotel.  Kevin checked the fuel as there was a warning light indicating that there was water in the diesel.  He pumped some out but the light stayed on – we’ll try and get it sorted at Kariba.  We followed Gary & Elcine to Kariba and went to have a look at the boat that they’ve borrowed.  Quite hard to get on board negotiating steps down to the water and then climbing up on a ladder between the shoreline and the boat but it looks fine.  We left them to getting everything on board and drove to the marina near Cutty Sark where ‘our’ boat is moored (please note that I’m getting into some sailing jargon!)  It’s a big catamaran with sleeping for up to 6 people.  We got most of our stuff onboard and sorted out where we’ll all sleep – we’re going to sleep on the main deck, we can put down cushions and then our sheet, duvet, pillows and blanket.  
In the evening we drove to Warthogs Bush Camp for our evening meal, which we all enjoyed.  There was a hippo just outside the boma busy mowing the ‘lawn’ for some time.  The twins went outside with Robin and accidentally fell in a swampy pool and got soaked so they ended up with no clothes on in front of the fire!
Saturday May 19th
It was lovely sleeping out on the deck and seeing all the stars but from tomorrow we’ll put up the mosquito net up as there were a few around, luckily neither of us got bitten.

We were up at dawn and spent the first part of the morning repacking our belongings into the front hold.  We then drove to another nearby marina to see if the guy there, Brian, could fit the fuel filter for  us.  He said that he could so we left the bakkie with him, went with Robin to the TM supermarket and then returned to the boat.
During the afternoon several other people turned up who’d hired similar catamarans to ours.  When Kevin went to pick up the bakkie Brian said that there was still water in the diesel so we arranged to leave the vehicle with him while we went sailing.

Late afternoon we set off to sail round to Lomagundi Lakeside where there was a evening braai for all the regatta participants.  We had a lovely evening chatting to lots of different people.
Sunday May 20th
The first day of the regatta, Kariba to Fothergill Island. Once again we were up at dawn and set off around 8am to sail to the start-line.  The race was due to start at 10am but it was a 2 hour sail to the start.  We ended up having to use the motor as the wind was so light but had to stop using it 10 minutes before we were due to start and by the time we got across the start-line it was after 11am!  
We had a lovely day’s sailing but it was very slow as there was so little wind and we had to sail into what wind there was.  The race finished at 4pm (unless you crossed the line before that) but we still had several miles to go so Robin, Eric & Meg returned to help us.  By Robin came aboard and we motored and sailed to the overnight stop at Fothergill Island, arriving just as the sun was setting.

For the most part Peter and Edward are amazingly good on the boat and Flick is excellent at looking after them when Helen was busy (she’s the captain).  Kevin was on the helm for some of the time and so was I and I started to get used to the sails.

We had a braai in the evening – tasty pork chops.
Monday May 21st
Fothergill Island to Gordon’s Bay.  

Another frustrating day as far as sailing went but with such lovely scenery that it really didn’t matter.  This time we were only 10 minutes late going through the start but gradually all but 1 of the boats disappeared into the distance.  We once again missed the finish but got into Gordon’s Bay much earlier that yesterday.  
We did see a few groups of elephants on the distant shoreline and hippo in the water.  Today and for the next few days we’re sailing quite close to the Matusadona National Park so hope to see more animals.

Tuesday May 22nd
Gordon’s Bay to Three Fingers Bay.

There was more wind today and we had a great start, probably about the third multihull to cross the start line and today we managed to keep up with the rest of the boats and crossed the finish line soon after 11am.  Having a bit of wind from behind us made so much difference.  Helen has got more confident over the past few days and we both get on very well with her and love the sailing.  The twins are pretty good on the whole and Flick occupies them for hours on end.
We sailed and motored into a sheltered bay and moored next to Robin’s boat.  We had a leisurely lunch and we’re currently sailing out away from the shore so that we can have a quick swim and cleanup.
Wednesday May 23rd
Three Fingers Bay to Tiger Bay.
There was plenty of wind in the morning and the lake was quite choppy with waves of at least 1m but in the catamaran there’s not too much movement.  Once round the point and into the Umi River the waves were much lower but we had to negotiate our way between some trees.  Although it’s around 50 years since the lake was created there are still lots of mopane trees sticking up out of the water and also some that are just under the water line so a careful lookout is needed. We arrived at Tiger Bay around midday.  Tiger Bay is a Lodge so everyone was moored quite close together and we had the use of the pool and bar area for the afternoon.  We decided to book one of the chalets for the night ($80).  We met up with Gary and Elcine for the first time since we left Kariba – they’d also booked a chalet.  We had some snacks with them and then went for a swim in the pool but couldn’t buy a drink as they hadn’t arrived yet so we went back to Gary and Elcine’s boat for a late lunch (lovely prawns!).
An evening meal at Tiger Bay was included in the price of the regatta entry but it was very disappointing – and VERY slow service.  The starter, cold fish with cheese, was OK but the main course was awful – most of the chicken was raw in the middle and the potatoes, vegetables and gravy were stone cold so we left nearly all of it.  The pudding was also horrible, a stodgy sponge with tasteless custard.  However the company was good and the beer had arrived so we did have a good time.

Thursday  May 24th
Tiger Bay to Terry’s Bay.

Kevin spent the day with Mac on the start/finish boat which is a motor boat as they have to wait until half an hour after the official start time and then rush on to the finish.  He had a great day and enjoyed Mac’s company and speeding over the lake in the speedboat!
We didn’t try to make the start so didn’t set off until around 9am after buying some petrol as we didn’t have much left.  As we were heading back up the Umi the main sail collapsed – the rope holding the pulley to the top of the mast had broken.  We had to take the sail down and had no way of repairing it – which involved climbing up to the top of the mast..... – so we tried to start the motor but it wouldn’t start.  By this time we were drifting close to some trees sticking out of the water so we ended up tying up to one of the trees.  We put up our yellow flag to show that we needed help as there were a couple of boats behind us and tried to contact Mac and Robin on our cell phone but they were out of signal range.  After 10 minutes or so Helen tried the engine again and, hooray!! It started so we were able to take down the yellow flag and use the motor and genoa sail.  By the time we rounded the point into the main lake the wind had died down so we kept the motor on for most of the time.  Around 2pm Robin arrived and came on board.  He then tied a rope around himself and climbed up the mast with Helen using the winch to keep the rope tight.  He managed to fix a new rope and connect the pulley so, once he was back down, we were able to use the main sail again.  As we approached Terry’s Bay we saw an elephant on the shoreline so went for a closer look (and nearly got stuck in some shallow water) before heading into the bay.
Friday May 25th
Terry’s Bay to Fothergill Island.

We were at the start on time but didn’t go through it as we intended taking the direct route rather than the long way around the island.  There was some wind early on but not in the right direction so it was quite slow going.  For the most part we kept quite close to the shore in the hope of seeing some animals.  At one point we got amongst some trees and ended up in shallow water and to get away Helen had to get into the water to give the boat a push – thankfully there were no crocs or hippos around.  

In the afternoon we saw several groups of elephants along the shore and sailed quite close to some of them.  After meeting up with Robin and going out for a swim we headed for the gap between the shore and Fothergill Island.  It’s shallow in some places so I was on the front on lookout duty.  We avoided one lot of shallows but in trying to turn got stuck on a sandbank which ended up with both Robin and Helen having to get in the water to push the boat out.  

Saturday May 26th
Fothergill Island to Kariba.
During the night the wind got up so we knew that it was likely to be choppy once we were out of the bay and also that the wind wasn’t in a good direction for heading for Kariba (a pity it hadn’t been in this direction for the first couple of days!).  We headed out towards Spurwing Island and then turned back towards Kariba.  Mid morning the wind died so we ended up having to use the engine for a couple of hours.  Early afternoon Robin arrived and after a swim we headed back to the marina in Kariba.
Once moored Flick wanted to go to the hotel to charge her phone so she took the twins with her and Kevin went off to collect the bakkie. We then started putting all our stuff back onto it. Meanwhile Helen tried to find the keys for their car..... she then spent the next couple of hours searching everywhere in her cabin for them but no luck.  Flick hadn’t returned so Robin said that he’d walk up to the hotel in case she’d seen them.  15 minutes later he was back – in their car!  Flick had the keys in her bag all the time – she’s taken them from Helen as the twins were trying to grab them but hadn’t thought to mention it to Helen.........

By the time we’d finished loading the car we needed a shower but couldn’t swim in the bay so we walked up to the hotel and had a swim in their pool (and bought a drink at the bar by the pool).
In the evening there was a meal and the prize giving at the Cutty Sark Hotel.  It was good to meet up with people and chat about the week.  Gary and Elcine weren’t there as they’d decided to return to Kariba a day early (from Terry’s Bay) as they wanted to get back home on the Saturday.  Jenny (Mac’s wife) had driven down today so I chatted with her for some time.  The meal was good – mushroom soup and then pork, beef and fish with potatoes and salad (all hot thank goodness).  
Last Friday was a bank holiday in Zim so as well as the regatta lot at the hotel there was a group of bikers so, of course, Kevin got chatting to them!  
All in all we’ve had a fantastic week, loved the sailing and made some friends who we hope we’ll meet again.
Sunday May 27th
We spent our last night on the boat and were away by 9am and back at Kuimba Shiri by 2pm.  We had lunch in the gardens,  chatted to Gary and Elcine and then collected the trailer and started putting things back.  

Monday May 28th
We slept in until 8am – lovely!  

After doing a load of washing and putting it out to dry we drove into Harare to do some shopping.  We went to Arundel and then Borrowdale and ended up eating at the ‘pub’ in Borrowdale before doing the final lot of shopping at the TM supermarket.

In the afternoon a landrover and trailer arrived at the campsite with a couple of guys, John and Darryl, from Cape Town so we had company in the evening for a change.
One of the lanner falcons that had injured itself escaped in the afternoon and ended up sitting on the top of our tent.  It wasn’t one of the ones that they fly so James and another guy were trying to catch it with food and a trap however it flew off so they spent several hours following it around trying to get it.  Just before sunset it arrived back on our tent so Kevin went to tell James and this time they brought one of the lanners that they fly and a lure.  As soon as they guy swung the lure the lanner flew down and caught the bait and the guy was then able to carefully approach and catch it.

 Tuesday May 29th
We had a well earned rest at the campsite today.

Wednesday May 30th
Another quiet day at the campsite.   When we had electricity I did some work on the photos and made a start on the website pages.  Most days the electric is off for several hours which can be a bit of a pain.  We chatted with Darryl an John who have some amazing stories to tell about diamond deals, flying to the south pole etc etc....

 In the evening John made us a beef potjie with dumplings which was very tasty.  
Thursday May 31st
We drove into Harare to go to the Mozambique embassy as we’ve decided to go there next – mind you we nearly changed our minds when we found that it was $110 each for a visa.  We were told to return tomorrow to collect our passports.
We got back to the campsite by midday and had a quiet afternoon there.  In the evening we did the cooking for the  4 of us – pork chops, burgers, baked potatoes and curried beans.

Friday June 1st
We were back at the embassy soon after 9am and it only took 5 minutes to collect our passports.  We then had several hours to kill as we’d arranged to meet Mac and Jenny for lunch.  (If we’d not gone to embassy until just before lunch we’d no double have been there for ages!).  We went to Avondale Shopping Centre and found a shop that sold postcards, bought a few and then had a coffee while I wrote them.  The post office was just around the corner so I was also able to buy stamps and send most of them.  We then drove to Borrowdale, did our shopping at TM supermarket and then wandered around the shops until  12.45 when we went to Leonardo’s for lunch.  Mac arrived next and said that Dick and Sally had got back from Mana yesterday so would be joining us.
We had a lovely lunch catching up on news and making a few plans for August as Mac and Jenny have invited us to join them on their yacht for 10 days at Kariba.
Saturday June 2nd
We said our goodbye’s to John and Darryl (we’re hoping to see them again in August) and then to Gary and Elcine who we’ll definitely see in August as we’ll stay at Kuimba Shiri before we go to Kariba with Mac and Jenny.

We drove to The White Horse Inn near Mutare (where we stayed a month ago) as we’d decided that camping in the Botanic Gardens might be rather cold.  It also meant that I could have internet access and catch up on emails, finance etc which I’ve not been able to do for the last 3 weeks.

Sunday June 3rd
After breakfast we drove to the border near Mutare.  

See Mozambique diary for the rest of the trip.
