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“You've caught t.° The words startled me awake from a
1 siesta slumber. Hot from the Zambian heat, my mind
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searched for the meaning of the utterance, first thoughts
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twrning to bodily appendages, wondering if a malaria-
" carrying Insect had bitten me. Later, the reality of the
words would take on a whole different essence.
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After almost 48 hours of wravel, our small group of journalists
{three counting me, plus one publicisty stepped off yet a fourtn
plane and onto the tarmac of Zambias Mfuwe Internaticnal
Airport. The tiny building also nouses the village's bank and post
toxes, along with several papier-mdché creatures signifying the
wildlife o be encountered in the bush. Despite lack of sleep. |
perked up as we climbed into the vehicle that would curry us into
the wild

The drive through Miuwe neld magic of its own. Post sunset, the
sky was darkening with dramatic clouds, the result of brush fires
throughnout the countryside. The smell of wood fires was
everywnere, from front yards where neighbars were gathering, 1o
& barecnested, elderly man keeping the blaze of a brush fire
under comrol; @ mighty struggle between he and the element
Iself

A multitude of bicycles wnizzed past our Land Rower, most
carrying more an one person. Impressive Were the passengers
on these two-wheeled venicles, many balancing large vessels of
water aop thelr heads, not @ drop spilled in transport. Oher
travelers along the road ferried firewood over one shoulder or
babies siung across thelr betlies ina sling

Interspersed Detween cinderblock storefronts with names like
Peace B Love Pr*a-rr'-.z-cg.-_ TﬂD‘l,—;ﬂ Hair Saloon and Gideon's
E-i{-:'-i"':gﬁ_ Fashions and Music Center, were small hurs that looked
as ouUgn their structure could blow away at tne sligntest wind,
yer had maintained their residence for decades

Soon, signs of villagers gave away to pure nature, a barely
percenable shift from “wown™ to "bush.” Upon arriving at the gate
of South Luangwa National Park, a rifle-bedecked security guard
approached our Land Rover, asking about our origins. Blurry-
Brained, | turned to dur driver, searching for an answer. “Where
are you from¥ Suddenty, my nometown of Los Angeles seemed an
unlikely dream from which F'd just awoken
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ourstretcned nand was Manda Chisanga, our group's gulde for the
next 10 days. Overtaken by a rush of excitement | introduced
myself twice. Sleep was definitely necessary after our journey, but
first.. & night drive

Fatigue? What fatigue? Qur induction Into the bush came under
the light of the Zambian moon, which was edging towards
fullness. A second gu-E-'E shone a SDG'.llg"l'-. intg fields, recening
back me reflective glare o resident eyes. “impalas,” Manda
relayed. Dur thrill over these creatures elicited a laugh from
Manda. “Youll see a lot more of those before this trip Is over.”
ndeed. the local joke was these g:al:eful creatures with a natural
M on their hindguariers were considered the McDonalds of the
wiid — fast meals for carnivores

The spotlight swept over a tree branch, catching a Verraux's Eagle
Cwd batting its pink eyelids. A palr of young honey badgers
contemplated the beam, curious. And then, amidst tall brush
were several figures that looked like veritable mounds of land
The smaller “mound.” a baby elephant, sent up a bellow, gving us
what-for and defending his herd

© Y%

Too quickly, the fun came 10 an end. Curfew/dinner time was
calling back at Mfue Lndge Eyelids propped open over a
candlelic dinner, we listened with rapt anentign as Manda
outlined the day angad, But first, to sleep Sequriny led each of us
to our chalets. Inside, “purndown™ service nad taken place
mosquite netting draped around the bed and a hot water bottle
tucked Detween the sneets

Sleep was beckoning, but stll, | resisted. Tnere were night sounds
o wake in S5ome, fd already Deen toid, were hippos who were
making the gully just cutside my chalet their accommodations for
the evening. Others noises were emitted by baboons playing in
the trees and throwing things on the chalet deck. And, much [ike
me, Zambia’s birds seemed unabie to sleep, their chorus of calls
eventually Decoming a lultaoy, sending me o slumber
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0] Bilimungwe’s Sleeping Lions
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“Good morning.” The whispered wake-up call from outside
my chalet brought back childhood memories of my
grandmother rousing me on school days. The mosguito
newing around my bed spoke of a different time and
place, though. Zambia. Mfuwe Lodge 1o be exact

Mornings at The Bushcamp Company camps begin at 5:45 am
Guests convene around a wood fire, nodding over cups of chicory-
laced Zambian coffee, waiting for the caffeine to kick in. Once jt
does, continental breakfast lures. ho boxed pastries nere. Fresh
baked bread is toasted over a small grate, hot parfidge waits to
warm bellies, muffing still fot from the oven tempt in a basket

As will occur every day, there's the urge 1o linger over breakfast
when our guide, Manda Chisanga alerts, "Time to gor™ As if the
caffeine hits at just that moment, senses tune In, Adventure is
guaranteed in the day ahead, Are we beginning with a walking
tour? Climbing Into a Land Rowver to tackle rough terrain? "Grab
your bags. we're heading to the airport.” Wnat?l Hadmt we just
anded the night before after aimost two days of fiying? The
thought of seat-belting in yet again — not appealing

The hint of a smile was noted on the face of Andy Hoge, owner of
The Bushcamp Company. This did not dissipare grumbles

Back we drove 1o Miuwe Intérnational Alrport, where we climbed
Int an airplane with exactly énough seats for our party of five.
“rm-taking you to Bilimungwe, your next camp,” the pilat notified
“Andy tRought you'd lie 1o see South Luangwa hational Park from
above instead of taking the three-nour drive.” The reason Behind
Andy's smile was revealed. And now, smiles were breaking across
gur faces as we took in a birds-eye view of the 9,050 sguare
kilometers of the park

Al oo s00n; the flignt ended with a bumpy landing In a field
Upon disembarking, Manda pointed to the plane’s tire, now flat
The pilot would be accompanying us to Bilimungwe, There were
no mechanics o come 1o the rescue. This was the bush, after all
The true bush. We were now in the thick of it Speaking o this
was the fact that we passed no vi lagers or wvehicles en route
ﬂ'“l'l"ll.-"-g\‘i'f Instead, the field leading o the (amp’s entrance was
filled with impalas, warthogs and Daboons, An urge 1o hop from
the wehicle and pamicipate in what was surely namre’s recess
came over me. Alas, we continued gver a crest and under a giant
mahogany tree, where Blimungwe's staff waited 1o Breet Us

Camp manager Tom WMazzarisi ushered us 1o cushy chairs, where
we were hydrated with elixirs from e bar. A former park ranger
from Yellowstone, Tom excitedly gave Manda a report of the
wildlife that had been spotted in the past 24 hours. My eyes
remained trained on the field we'd just passed through, The
baboons were stll inviting for @ game of tag. The sighs of my
feliow travelers urned my amention In the opposite direction
There, In the watering hole that serves as the heart of the camp.
nine elephants were taking an afterngon dip

Manda lec us marvel in our surrounds for 3 bit before
announcing, “Lecs walk™ Tom twgged at the fleece ne was
wearing. "This brings lien energy,” he assured. Our questiening
looks were followed by a story about a male lion grabbing the
fleece from Tom's hand and running away with it Into the bush. A

guide recovered the fleece two days later. Said fleece, which now
bore tooth holes, was said to hold lion mojo

Our first walking safari commenced. Manda instructed us to tread
in a single line 50 a5 not 1o frightenfchallenge. any wildiife we
might happen upon, Leading the way was 3 gun-toting gulde
name Priest, fftl!l]\'u?l’! i'?l:.' "'."El:"lda Ernngn".g Up the rear was a Third
guide, whom | will call Angel. as he nhelped my alrpiane swollen,
chronically injured knees traverse cliffs and uneven mud fields
cratered by elephants. Tracks in the dirt were pondered. Varbous
types of dung Inspected, The calls of birds deciphered, All these
clues from nature determined a course 1o the Luangwa River
Walting [ust afross the snare were a pair of giraffes

We encountered other creatures on our walk, including a nerd of
elephants. Our sident march quickly retreated in the opposite
direction. Manda's whispered wisdom, “You're aware of the
danger hars benind you. Keep your eyes open for what ays
anead.”

Soon, we swumbled into an open field Waiting there was a
welcome sight - sundowners. This nightly ocourrence is an
observance of the sunset complere with cocktails. We settled into
chairs that the Bllimungwe staff nad set our for just this purpose
At the ready for a night safari was a Land Rowver, which whisked us
off into the milight

As night fell, there was the now familiar glimering of eyes in the
dark — a group of impaila here, a genet there. A call on the radio
informed, “Manda, a group of four lionesses are at the camp
entrance.” Tne Land Rover pulled a 360 and headed back towards
Bilimungwe, Tnere, in the dark, two llonesses and two teenage
lions were napping directly in the driveway. We sat in the truck
and watched for a while, awestruck by their magnificence

Unable to enter camp, we neaded to a nearby field where a
Darbecue was being prepared. Tom was l'ILIE:I!'-g WITh STories
about the lhgns arrival. The romance of the starlic barbecue was
enchanting. buta thougnt kept nagging: Were the lons still back
at camp?

Finally, we piled back inw the Land Rover and neaded nome.
ndeed, the lions remained in camp, though tey'd found a cozier
Spot to sleep, just cutside of Tonvs chalet Were they waiting for
ohe return of that potar fleece?

t's possible hours passed as we waiched the lions slumber
Imagine our wonder at observing them was much like that of the
parents of newborns watching their children sip each neéw breath

It was a moment that reguired being frozen in time

Atas, Manda broke the spell. “rll nave to drive eacn of you o YOur
chaler,” ne said, a break from the nermal on foor escort. “What
about Tom? Can he slip past the. [lons? we asked, the gentle
creatures looking too lost in dreams to note footsteps. “They
would grab nim in an instant,” Manda said, bringing Dack nature's
reality

Tucked In my own bed, | thought of the four lions, just a few feet
away. AL some point during the night, | imagined them under my
own chaler naving been drawn by my magnetic wishes for
communal dreaming. Upon waking in the morning, | stepped
outside o see something | recognized from Manda's scnooling -
flon tracks, leading directly under my fioorboards.
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ﬂ Walk to Chindeni

Another morning dawned in Zambia with mumbled hellos
over coffee by the fire. All too soon, packed duffels were
dutifully waiting by the Land Rover. This day, our guide,
Manda Chisanga, surprised us. “"Throw your bags in, but
don't climb onbeard. We're walking to our next camp,
Chindeni.”

Remembering the alrplans that had brought us from Mfuwe
Lodge to Bitimungwe Camp, saving us from a grueling three-hour
drive, | inwardly guiped. Should | have doubled up my socks?
Eaten a little extra breakfast for fuel? There was another change-
up, too. “Well be saying goodbye to our guides.” Priest and Angel
werent coming with us? Of course, they were staff at Bilimungwe
Camp. but In the short time we'd been tnere, they'd become like
family members, We clung o the time we'd have with them on
what turned out would be a two-hour walk to Chindeni

Phiotos were taken with our Bill Camp family before sewting off intg
the bush, How had this intimacy been formed in such a short
time? Was it due to lack of distractions? After all, The Bushcamp
Company camps run on solar power alone, 50 there are no
televisions, computers or cell phones to distract from the
surrgundings, o human company for that matter. Then there was
the ever-growing lack of shyness when It came to situations like
dropping trou during safari when “nature calls.” Funny how the
gentlemen in gur group never seemed to have the urgency we
ladies did in this department

Thne owner ming our group was finally embracing - silence, Tne
push, a5 It arns out, isnT really all that quiet Once human
chater dies down, there's a fog 1o listen to. There was one sound,
though. that did plague me — e call of the wrle dove
proclalming, “Work harder” Really? How about zip itl I'm trying 1o
commune with nature nere, and work is the last thing | want o
think about. Though | was fascinated two discover shards of
sharpening tools from bygone days when a portion of the park
nad been a village going through the moilons of dayto-day
activities

This particular marning, the wild, like our group, also seemed 1o
pe In faid-back mode. Grazing in a field was a nerd of buffala
Preening from a branch were siunningly colored birds. Gracefully
loping in e distance were a handiul of giraffes. whicn | swear
WETR yawning.

After an hour of trekking, a fallen tree presented |tself as the
perfect perch for morning tea, Out of a backpack came tins with
the midngs of chicory coffee, tea and freshiy baked shortbread
This was generally a time we'd break from our silence and ply
Manda with questions we'd accumulated aleng cur walk, What is
the life expectancy of certain animals? Do any animals mage for
fun? Wnat's the difference between dung and scat?

In short order, we were back on course. Our path- fook us
alongside the Luangwa River. A loud whooshing nolse broke the
lazy reverie. A pod of nippos appeared to be racing in the water. it
was truly semething 12 behold a5 loud waves crested with their
impressive efforts. These mammals, which can weigh up to nine
tons and run as fast as 19 miles per hour, looked as though they
could give Michael Pnelps a run for his money. Indeed, we picked
up our own pace after the display

A new bewy of smiles greeted us upon arrival at Chindeni. We
drifted to the common area for lunch, an area overlooking the
river. As if following a theme, lunchiime entertainment came by
way of a pair of nippos, restident males famous for their love/mate
relationship. A typical day would find tem arguing, then
eventually joining in beautiful duets. These musical wysts
culminated In YiniYang napping positions curled against one
another whilst being cooled by the river. Tne siesta mood was
contaglous; and we - all drifited back to our luxury yurts on stilts,
where Rammocks With vIeWws I:If e river lured !'-DI' naps Ij‘f T
QW

Later, our day of coziness would continue with snuggling under
plankets for a chilly night drive. This particular evening, we
stembled wpon a leopard *:Lal'-::r-g an impala. As if watching a
mavie, one impala from the nerd was |I-"l'l|:3|!f'!-§ This weak Creamre,
of course, was the leopard's Targer. "NoL no..” | whispered 5[—If|5.“|l5r
under my breath, Other Land Rovers had arrived on site,
INWArTing e young leopard's efforts. Relief washed over me
There would be ng kill tonight

We made our way back 1o Chindenl, where 3 Mongolian barbecue
Was waiting on the beach. Semtling down at the table, my heart
was conflicted as food was delivered directly in front of me. Over
the past few days r'd felt so close to nature. Had | ruly embraced
It. thougn? Or understood what was required for its survival? |
'[hl:lugﬁ'[ of an impala that was "_-T.iE'Eﬂll'lg safe with Its herd, and
spomewhere else In the bush, a young leopard going to Ded
hungry
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we'  Falling Into Zambia: Zungulila,
[0} Champagne and Floating on

Another morning in Zambia, another round of goodbyes.
This was followed by hellos and smiles at a new camp,
Zungulila. (A name | still can't pronounce ) Upon arriving,
Zunguilila's staff filled in our guide, Manda Chisanga, on
the shenanigans of a group of hyenas who'd visited the
camp the night before. Apparently, they'd eaten the open-
air lobby's carpers, including a zebra hide.

"Zeora nide? 17 asked guizzically? Said nide nad been under a
stack of trunks, part of the Zungulila's bygone, Old Africa theme
n facy, I'd already affected an accent like Meryl Streep in Our of
Africa and was scouting around for Robert Redford. “That's
nothing,” Manda replied. "Hyenas eat anything, including car
batteries. OF all the scat and dung in the bush, the only kind that's
never eaten by another creature is that of the hyena. Its deadly.”

Hyenas are very uncivilized my inner Meryl thought

fnoshort order, lunch was sérved. To our uttér Shock, two other
guests were at the table This was the first time on safani we'd
actually encouniered cther people, and Teéxans at that. It was a
jolt, reminding us we'd be returning o Miuwe the next day, and
soon after thag, “civilization.” As it turned out, the Texans were in
Zambia to learn about bush conservation practices they could
implement on their ranch. The bush certainly was providing an
education

Post siesta, it was tme for 3 walking safari. By now the Texans had
departed and it was again just our small throng. We ralpsed Into
our vast classroom, which was giving a lesson In botany this
pamicular afternogn. Feeling particularly plucky, | Inhaled African
pasil o check our its beneflts for the lungs. Ann... mine felt clear
a5 a pell. | passed on trying another weed Manda Identified as
elephant chewing gum

Furtner along the trail, Manda sported whnat looked like mini
marshmallows in the grass, He picked up a few, Could we guess
what they were? Twice-digested desert brush hare poop. Um,
okay. Wny twice? Apparently, eating their first round of poop s
good for the hare, Mow here’s the kicker, Eating the hare's second
round of poop i5 good for humans, You read me right. It's
supposed o be good for eye health. Did | mention | was feeling
plucky in the paragraph above? Oh, yean. | ae rabbit poop. And |
lixed it Shared it too

Dearest hyenas, | realize | referred to you as uncivilized, My
apologies, 'm sure those car batteries also tasted just like toasted
wheat

Soon after this snack, we passed a group of buffalo. The river they
were standing in looked so cool and inviting on this particularly
not evening. Lucky for us, a surprise was just around the bend. A
set of chairs and glasses of champagne were sitting directly in the
Kapamba River

n quick order, we dispatched our shoes, relled up our pant legs
and waded out for the perfect vantage point of the MNchindeni

5. Cresting- above them, the sun bid us goodnight and we
wished whnat we considered the “true bush” a final farewell

MEXT WEEK - Saying goodoye, while meeting Mfuwe for te first
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%e”  Falling Into Zambia: Goodbyes

1] and Welcomes

Goodbye. The word catches in the throat. We'd said it a
lot lately in the bush while moving between The
Bushcamp Company's various camps. And now, we were
making our way back 1o Muwe Lodge and, ultimately, out
of the bush. Then home. Home. What a strange. faraway
place that seemed.

The breathtaking, three-hour drive back to the lodge we'd heard
50 much about was just that. Yet few words were spoken, The
impalas went about their day, 1l admit. | was disappointed
Hadn't we bonded? Weren't they going to miss me as much as |
them? The warthogs barely spared me a glance. The hyenas
well, rm premy sure they were laughing nysterically owver my
ranbit poop escapade

The terrain passed ali too quickly and a familiar sign indicated we
were back ar Mfuwe Lodge. “After lunch..” Manda Chisanga, our
guide bagan. We all nodded. Siesta. Yes, we knew the routine by
Reart now. . You MIZHE want to visit the spa” ne finished. Say
what? 5pa? It made perfect sense. The spa at Mfuwe Lodge was

the perfect venicle for midwifing us one step closer to civillzation

Later, whilst lying on a massage table in the open-air spa, | stared
out at two nippos cooling off intne lagoon, my thoughts drifting to
RULL Y zmp and e famous hippe duo there, Goodbye,
Chindeni, Goodoye, hippos, Goodoye, Eden. "Miss..” a gentle pat
alerted the massage was over. "You might want to 1ake a nap back
i your chalet. Theyve scheduled @ visit to the schools en route to
e airport this afterncon.” Good idea. | thought, already nalfway
asleep. Back in the room, upon hiting the pillows, | was out

ouve Caught iL™ The words startied me awake from a siesta
slumber. Hot from the Zambian neat, my mind searched for e
meaning of e umerance, first thoughts twrning to bodily
appendages, wondering if a malaria-carrying insect nad biten
me. Shaking the sleep from my nead, | stumoled o the door. Had
somesne come 0 collect my luggage? MOt yel. They were Steps
away from doing the honers. “5orry 1o be latel” the publicist
member of our throng both apologized and prodded
simultaneausly

Still pondering the words that had awoken me, | was leaded into a
Land Rover, watching as In short order, the gate of South
Luangwa National Park became a speck in the distange. The
village of Mfuwe, which had Deen cast in twiliERE upen our arry

was now full bustle in the afternoon sun, Roadside vegetable
stands were hawking thelr wares, hair saloons were ughering in
clients angd Tripal Textile employees were wheeling their Dicycles
In from lunch, 3o this Is what Miuwe looked like during the day

Tne Land Rover pulled down a dirt road, for a second reminding
me of the bush and MAKINg My NEart sxip a Dear But no, We were
Visiting one of several schools The Busncamp Company works
closely with through its community and conservation programs
And then | heard it, much like the volce that had awoken me from
my dream - angels singing. | glanced arcund the vehicle to see if
anyane else noticed. “That's a lecal choir rehearsing” Lisa Gower
explained as we passed the group gathered under a ree

Momerts later, we were surrounded by chitdren, many of them
jumping up and down shoutng, “Wama Lisal Gower, wha'd come
1o Zamina for a visit several years ago, had ended up staying and
devoring her life o the schools there. A laying-on of many limle
nands occurred as the students, an their lunch break, exciredty
showed us their campus. Seeing photos of themselves on our
digital cameras was like producing a bir of magic. Geming benind
the wheel of the parked Land Rover - sheer heaven

Standing away from the little ones was an older student, whnose
name | learned was Margaret. She appeared disinterested in the
golngs-on. Yet when | flashed ner a smile, | noticed her hiding one
of ner ewn behind the palm of ner hand. Later, | asked Mama Lisa
Which authors do the girls here read o connect 1o as theyre

growing up? Laughing as two boys swung from her arms she

replied, “Whioever is on the curriculum,”

T WwWas ume fior funch, Each S:I,.I':.E'-"I:_ Who must h"ll'lg Neir own
powl, stood In line a1 the steel drum for thelr serving of porridge
The scene reminded me of our mornings before safari around the
fire. How rd miss those. “We should go and let them eat lunch
Otherwise, theyll just want o hang out with you,” Lisa said. And
50.. we left

AS the Land Rover bumped down the dir road | remained wrned
Around in my Seart my eyes rained on the school. Just like the
pbush and Zambias wildlife, in under an hour, the people of
Miuwe nad caught a permanent place in my heart

NMelcome, Zambia, a5 Dring you fome Wwilh me

MNext: Yes, the Fe.‘f-'.-r.‘-g Inre Zamivs series s complete. As an
afterword - Bekah Is sponsoring a student at the schools in
Mfuwe. She's also starting a WTITING program for the girls there, so
a new generation of Zamiian storyteflers volces can be heard
Doth there and inthe US
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About the Author: Travel writer Bekair Wright
spans the globe experiencing everyiing from fly
fishing co sheep herding. Upcaming articles from
her on First o Know include belng dropped off in
Edinburgh by Sir Richard Branson, spending &
night &t an observatery, and night finds in
Carmel CA. Her writing has been featured In
GOOD, Bon Appetit, Mational Geographic Kids,
Los Angeles magazine and TV Guide,
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