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Can any one mental snapshot encapsulate the Tanzanian experience? 

Thousands upon thousands of wildebeest that march in mindless unison on 

the annual migration through the Serengeti, perhaps? Or a family of elephants 

wading across the wide, muddy Rufi ji/Tarangire River? What about a pride of 

well-fed lions sunbathing on the grassy fl oor of the majestic Ngorongoro Crater? 

Certainly, it is such images that tend to spring to mind when one thinks of Tanzania. 

And properly so!
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T anzania, truly, is a safari destination without peer. The statistics speak 
for themselves: an unparalleled one-quarter of its surface area has 
been set aside for conservation purposes, with the world-renowned 
Serengeti National Park and incomprehensibly vast Selous Game 

Reserve heading a rich mosaic of protected areas that collectively harbour an 
estimated 20 percent of Africa’s large mammal population.  

And yet there is more to Tanzania than just safaris. There is Mount Kilimanjaro 
and Meru, respectively the highest and fi fth-highest peaks on the continent. And 
Lakes Victoria, Tanganyika and Nyasa, the three largest freshwater bodies in Africa. 
Then, of course, there is the magical ‘spice island’ of Zanzibar, the highlight of a 
vast Indian Ocean coastline studded with postcard-perfect beaches, stunning 
offshore diving sites, and mysterious mediaeval ruins. 

It doesn’t stop there. Rising from the sandy shores of Lake Tanganyika, the forested 
Gombe Stream and Mahale Mountains National Parks vie with each other as 
the best place in the world to track wild chimpanzees. Closer to the coast, 
the isolated massifs of the underpublicised Eastern Arc Mountains have been 
dubbed the ‘African Galapagos’ in recognition of their wealth of endemic plants 
and animals. And Tanzania’s daunting natural variety is mirrored by a cultural 
diversity embracing 120 distinct tribes: from the iconic Maasai pastoralists of the 
Rift Valley, to the Arab-infl uenced Swahili of the coast, to the Hadzabe hunter-
gatherers of Lake Eyasi. 

So, how to defi ne the experience offered by a country with highlights as unique 
and diverse as Kilimanjaro, Zanzibar, Lake Tanganyika, Serengeti and Selous? An 
experience that might for some entail long days hiking in sub-zero conditions on 
the upper slopes of Africa’s most alluring peaks; for others a once-in-a-lifetime 
safari followed by a sojourn on an idyllic Indian Ocean beach; for others still 
the thrill of eyeballing habituated chimpanzees, or diving in the spectacular 
offshore reefs around Mafi a, or backpacking through the time-warped ports and 
crumbling ruins of the half-forgotten south coast? 

Well, the one thing that does bind Tanzania’s diverse attractions is, of course, 
its people, who take justifi able pride in their deeply ingrained national mood 
of tolerance and peacefulness. Indeed, Tanzania, for all its ethnic diversity, is 
practically unique in Africa in having navigated a succession of modern political 
hurdles – the transformation from colonial dependency to independent nation, 
from socialist state to free-market economy, from mono-partyism to fully-fl edged 
democracy - without ever experiencing sustained civil or ethnic unrest.

Tanzania has also, over the past 20 years, emerged from comparative obscurity 
to stand as one of Africa’s most dynamic and popular travel destinations: a land 
whose staggering natural variety is complemented by the innate hospitality of the 
people who live there. How to defi ne the Tanzanian experience? Surprisingly 
easy, really. It can be encapsulated in a single word, one that visitors will hear a 
dozen times daily, no matter where they travel in Tanzania, or how they go about 
it: the smiling, heartfelt Swahili greeting of “Karibu!” – Welcome! 
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The closest national park 

to Arusha town – northern 

Tanzania’s safari capital – Arusha 

National Park is a multi-faceted 

jewel, often overlooked by 

safarigoers, despite offering 

the opportunity to explore 

a beguiling diversity 

of habitats within 

a few hours.  

T he entrance gate leads into shadowy montane forest inhabited 

by inquisitive blue monkeys and colourful turacos and trogons – 

the only place on the northern safari circuit where the acrobatic 

black-and-white colobus monkey is easily seen. In the midst 

of the  forest stands the spectacular Ngurdoto Crater, whose steep, rocky cliffs 

enclose a wide marshy fl oor dotted with herds of buffalo and warthog.  

Further north, rolling grassy hills enclose the tranquil beauty of the Momela Lakes, 

each one a different hue of green or blue. Their shallows sometimes tinged pink 

with thousands of fl amingos, the lakes support a rich selection of resident and 

migrant waterfowl, and shaggy waterbucks display their large lyre-shaped horns 

on the watery fringes. Giraffes glide across the grassy hills, between grazing zebra 

herds, while pairs of wide-eyed dik-dik dart into scrubby bush like overgrown 

hares on spindly legs.

Although elephants are uncommon in Arusha National Park, and lions absent 

altogether, leopards and spotted hyenas may be seen slinking around in the early 

morning and late afternoon. It is also at dusk and dawn that the veil of cloud on 

the eastern horizon is most likely to clear, revealing the majestic snow-capped 

peaks of Kilimanjaro, only 50km (30 miles) distant. 

But it is Kilimanjaro’s unassuming cousin, Mount Meru - the fi fth highest in Africa 

at 4,566 metres (14,990 feet) – that dominates the park’s horizon. Its peaks and 

eastern footslopes protected within the national park, Meru offers unparalleled 

views of its famous neighbour, while also forming a rewarding hiking destination 

in its own right. 

Passing fi rst through wooded savannah where buffalos and giraffes are frequently 

encountered, the ascent of Meru leads into forests afl ame with red-hot pokers 

and dripping with Spanish moss, before reaching high open heath spiked with 

giant lobelias. Everlasting fl owers cling to the alpine desert, as delicately-hoofed 

klipspringers mark the hike’s progress.  Astride the craggy summit, Kilimanjaro 

stands unveiled, blushing in the sunrise.
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Size  
137 sq km (53 sq miles).

Location  
Northern Tanzania, northeast of Arusha town.

Getting there  
An easy 40-minute drive from Arusha.  
Approximately 60 km (35 miles) from Kilimanjaro 
International Airport. The lakes, forest and Ngurdoto 
Crater can all be visited in the course of a half-day 
outing at the beginning or end of an extended 
northern safari.

To do  
Forest walks, numerous picnic sites; three- or 
four-day Mt Meru climb - good acclimatisation for 
Kilimanjaro.

Best time  
To climb Mt Meru, June-February although it 
may rain in November.  Best views of Kilimanjaro 
December-February.    

Accommodation  
A lodge, two rest houses, camp sites, two mountain 
huts inside the park; two lodges at Usa River outside 
the park and many hotels and hostels in Arusha 
town.

Arusha
National Park 
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An excited 

whoop erupts 

from deep in the forest, 

boosted immediately by 

a dozen other voices, 

rising in volume 

and tempo 

and pitch to a 

frenzied shrieking 

crescendo. It is 

the famous ‘pant-

hoot’ call: a bonding 

ritual that allows the 

participants to identify each 

other through their individual 

vocal stylisations. To the human 

listener, walking through the ancient 

forests of Gombe Stream, this 

spine-chilling outburst is also an 

indicator of imminent visual contact 

with man’s closest genetic 

relative: the chimpanzee.

G ombe is the smallest of Tanzania’s national parks: a fragile strip 

of chimpanzee habitat straddling the steep slopes and river 

valleys that hem in the sandy northern shore of Lake Tanganyika. 

Its chimpanzees – habituated to human visitors – were made 

famous by the pioneering work of Jane Goodall, who in 1960 founded a 

behavioural research program that now stands as the longest-running study of 

its kind in the world. The matriarch Fifi , the last surviving member of the original 

community, only three-years old when Goodall fi rst set foot in Gombe, is still 

regularly seen by visitors. 

Chimpanzees share about 98% of their genes with humans, and no scientifi c 

expertise is required to distinguish between the individual repertoires of pants, 

hoots and screams that defi ne the celebrities, the powerbrokers, and the 

supporting characters. Perhaps you will see a fl icker of understanding 

when you look into a chimp’s eyes, assessing you in return - a look 

of apparent recognition across the narrowest of species barriers. 

The most visible of Gombe’s other mammals are also 

primates. A troop of beachcomber olive baboons, 

under study since the 1960s, is exceptionally 

habituated, while red-tailed and red 

colobus monkeys - the latter regularly 

hunted by chimps – stick to the forest 

canopy. The park’s 200-odd  bird species 

range from the iconic fi sh eagle to the jewel-

like Peter’s twinspots that hop tamely around 

the visitors’ centre. After dusk, a dazzling night sky 

is complemented by the lanterns of hundreds of small 

wooden boats, bobbing on the lake like a sprawling city.
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Size   
52 sq km (20 sq miles), Tanzania’s smallest park.

Location  
16 km (10 miles) north of Kigoma on the shore of 
Lake Tanganyika in western Tanzania.

Getting there  
Kigoma is connected to Dar and Arusha by 
scheduled fl ights, to Dar and Mwanza by a slow 
rail service, to Mwanza, Dar and Mbeya by rough 
dirt roads, and to Mpulungu in Zambia by a weekly 
ferry. From Kigoma, local lake-taxis take up to three 
hours to reach Gombe, or motorboats can be 
chartered, taking less than one hour. 

To do 
Chimpanzee trekking; hiking, swimming/snorkelling; 
visit the site of Henry Stanley’s famous “Dr 
Livingstone I presume” at Ujiji near Kigoma, and 
watch the renowned dhow builders at work. 

Best time  
The chimps don’t roam as far in the wet season 
(February-June, November-mid December) so may 
be easier to fi nd; better picture opportunities in the 
dry (July-October and late December). 

Accommodation  
1 new luxury tented lodge, as well a self-catering 
hostel, guest house and campsites on the lakeshore.

NOTE  
Strict rules are in place to safeguard you and the 
chimps.  Allow at least 2 days to see them - this is 
not a zoo so there are no guarantees where they’ll 
be each day. 

Gombe Stream
National Park 
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Isolated, untrammelled and seldom 

visited, Katavi is a true wilderness, 

providing the few intrepid souls who 

make it there with a thrilling taste of 

Africa as it must have been a century 

ago. Tanzania’s third largest national 

park, it lies in the remote southwest 

of the country, within a truncated 

arm of the Rift Valley that terminates 

in the shallow, brooding expanse of 

Lake Rukwa. 

T he bulk of Katavi supports a hypnotically featureless cover of 

tangled brachystegia woodland, home to substantial but elusive 

populations of the localised eland, sable and roan antelopes. 

But the main focus for game viewing within the park is the 

Katuma River and associated fl oodplains such as the seasonal Lakes Katavi and 

Chada. During the rainy season, these lush, marshy lakes are a haven for myriad 

waterbirds, and they also support Tanzania’s densest concentrations of hippo 

and crocodile. 

It is during the dry season, when the fl oodwaters retreat, that Katavi truly comes 

into its own. The Katuma, reduced to a shallow, muddy trickle, forms the only 

source of drinking water for miles around, and the fl anking fl oodplains support 

game concentrations that defy belief. An estimated 4,000 elephants might 

converge on the area, together with several herds of 1,000-plus buffalo, while 

an abundance of giraffe, zebra, impala and reedbuck provide easy pickings for 

the numerous lion prides and spotted hyena clans whose territories converge 

on the fl oodplains.  

Katavi’s most singular wildlife spectacle is provided by its hippos. Towards the 

end of the dry season, up to 200 individuals might fl op together in any riverine 

pool of suffi cient depth. And as more hippos gather in one place, so does 

male rivalry heat up – bloody territorial fi ghts are an everyday occurrence, with 

the vanquished male forced to lurk hapless on the open plains until it gathers 

suffi cient confi dence to mount another challenge.      
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Size  
4,471 sq km (1,727 sq miles).

Location  
Southwest Tanzania, east of Lake Tanganyika. The 
headquarters at Sitalike lie 40km (25 miles) south of 
Mpanda town. 

Getting there  
Charter fl ights from Dar or Arusha. A tough but 
spectacular day’s drive from Mbeya (550 km/340 
miles), or in the dry season only from Kigoma (390 
km/240 miles). It is possible to reach Mpanda by rail 
from Dar via Tabora, then to catch public transport 
to Sitalike, where game drives can be arranged. If 
travelling overland, allow plenty of time to get there 
and back. 

To do  
Walking, driving and camping safaris. Near Lake 
Katavi, visit the tamarind tree inhabited by the spirit 
of the legendary hunter Katabi (for whom the park is 
named) - offerings are still left here by locals seeking 
the spirit’s blessing. 

Best time  
The dry season (May-October). Roads within the 
park are often fl ooded during the rainy season but 
may be passable from mid-December to February. 

Accommodation  
One seasonal luxury tented camp overlooking Lake 
Chada. A resthouse at Sitalike and campsites inside 
the park. Basic but clean hotels at Mpanda. 

Katavi
National Park 
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Kilimanjaro.  The name itself is 

a mystery wreathed in clouds.  

It might mean Mountain of 

Light, Mountain of Greatness 

or Mountain of Caravans.  Or it 

might not.  The local people, 

the Wachagga, don’t even have 

a name for the whole massif, 

only Kipoo (now known as Kibo) 

for the familiar snowy peak that 

stands imperious, overseer of the 

continent, the summit of Africa.
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