Zimbabwe 2010
Thursday June 24th
Packed up the truck at Polokwane and were away from our chalet soon after 9am.  Did some shopping and then headed for Kokomori Birders Lodge about 20km from the Martin’s Drift border post with Botswana (I’d phoned yesterday to check that we could camp there).  The owner, Dien met us and showed us where the bush camp was.  Just 1 site with a braai, donkey boiler for hot water, a bucket shower and a toilet – perfect for us!  Although the camping area was shaded by trees it was still warm enough for us to sit outside in shorts and t-shirts so much warmer than at Polokwane.
Had a chicken potjie for tea – yummy!  We were able to sit outside beside the fire until we were ready for bed.  It made a nice change to be watching our ‘bush’ TV.

Friday June 25th
We were warm enough in the tent last night with our sleeping bag and a couple of blankets.  It’s lovely to be in the bush with just bird and animal sounds.
Walked along the track to the Birder’s Lodge which consisted of 4 chalets overlooking a dam.  The track was alongside the Limpopo River (on the South African side) but there was a high fence between us and the river.  However at a couple of points there were gates so we were able to get down to the river.  On the other side we could see several chalets and tree houses.
Toasted sandwiches for lunch and then we spent a quiet afternoon at the campsite.

For tea we had some of the filet steak that we’d bought in St Lucia, it tasted just as good as when it was fresh – it literally melted in the mouth!

Saturday June 26th
Decided to stay here another night – we like the peace and quiet!

We had a drive around the small reserve.  Near the farm we stopped to have a look at the new pump being installed by the Dien to supply water from the Limpopo to irrigate the vegetables which he takes to Pretoria, Jo’burg or Durban to sell.  Quiet a lot of water in the river for this time of year.

After lunch (toasted sandwiches again) we had another quiet afternoon at the campsite.

Sunday June 27th
We drove to the Martin’s Drift border with Botswana where it took an hour or so to go through both lots of border controls and then we headed for the Woodlands Stopover near Francistown and arrived there around 3pm.  The place was packed but we managed to get a spot near to the pool.  

Monday June 28th
We were woken early by people packing up and leaving – this really is a stopover spot between the northern Botswana parks and the Gauteng area (Jo’burg and Pretoria).  Just before 7am we noticed that it was overcast and then it started to drizzle so we got up and packed the tent away as we hadn’t bothered to put the flysheet over the tent.  We then sat in the truck for a while, had a shower but it was only just warm enough – I suppose the early risers had used up all the hot water – and then drove into Francistown. We decided to have a Wimpy breakfast but when it arrived it wasn’t cooked properly and was cold so we just paid for our coffee and left.  Did a bit of shopping in Spar and then drove to a different, larger shopping centre.  There was a Cape Union Mark shop so Kev was able to buy another penknife and then we did the rest of our shopping in Pick and Pay and then went to Nandos for an early lunch.  We then went to the bottle store but their card machine wasn’t working so Kev tried to get cash from a couple of ATMs nearby but no luck so we ended up driving along the main road to find another ATM.  Our UK cards still wouldn’t work so we had to use our FNB card.  We then returned to the bottle store to pay for and pick up our drink!  By this time the weather had cleared a bit, thank goodness.
We spent the afternoon back at the Woodlands stopover, empty except for 1 family who had problems with their vehicle.  It’s now just after 4pm and the punters are rolling in so it looks like it’s going to be another busy night here.
Six vehicles with trailers / caravans turned up around 5pm but they stopped in some of the chalets away from the campsite so it wasn’t as noisy as yesterday.
Tuesday June 29th
Once packed away we headed for Zimbabwe.  We stopped briefly in Francistown to get a few things that I’d forgotten to get yesterday (flour, paper towel, shower gel and ...) and also went to the chemist to get cough medicine for Kev.

There was very little traffic on the road to the Plumtree border crossing and no queues when we got there.  Once we’d found the correct place for the Botswana border (we went to the commercial vehicles section first – very poor signposting) we got through OK but had to fill in an extra form for our vehicle which the guy expected us to have had from crossing into Botswana.  The Zimbabwe control went smoothly as well.  We had to pay US$ 55 each for our visa and then another US$ 55 for car tax and insurance.  

Within the first 60km there were 5 road blocks.  We were stopped at 3 of them, a couple wanted to look at documents and the third just had a look in the truck.  At Figtree we turned off the tar road onto a track which cut across towards the Mapotos National Park.  We saw one other vehicle on the track and a few people walking along it, otherwise very quiet.  After entering the Park (there was no-one at the entrance gate) we followed the signs towards the campsite.  We passed a guy who flagged us down and asked if we needed any help.  He turned out to be one of the rangers and said that we needed to go to the main entrance (not the one we’d gone through) to pay our fees.  He offered to show us the way so I made room for him on the back seat.  US$ 35 for the 2 of us and the vehicle (but that lasted for 7 days).  We then paid another US$ 20 to visit some of the caves within the park.  At the Rest Camp we met the campsite manager, Keith, a very well-spoken man.  He showed us where the campsite was and organised a couple of ladies to put the hot water on for the shower.  He also said that we could collect wood from the park for our fire – that was a first, usually we’re told never to collect wood from National Parks!  The Park is very rugged with sedimentary rocks which have weathered into a jumble of rocks over a granite base. 
It had been overcast with a cold wind during the day but around 5pm the wind dropped so we were fine sitting outside next to the fire.

Wednesday June 30th
After a cooked breakfast we set off for a drive around part of the Park after I’d done some washing (the 2 campsite ladies, Veronica and G??? turned up as I was doing the washing and offered to finish it but as I’d nearly done it all I finished it myself)  We stopped at Nswatugi cave.  There was a covered area with information boards and then a short walk up through the rocks to the cave where there were some very well preserved Rock Paintings, mostly animals but some people as well.  We then carried on along a 4x4 track with some steep sections and a bit of water to the Game Reserve part of the Park – a separate entrance but included in the fee we’d paid so we thought that we might as well have a drive round.  Interesting rock formations with several huge ‘balancing’ boulders but we didn’t see any game until after we met a Ranger standing by the side of the road who told us to look out for 3 rhino nearby.  A few minutes later we saw them, 1 standing up and the other 2 lying down, one of them difficult to spot in the bush.  We carried on to Mpopoma Dam at the far end of the Park (there was one crocodile sunning itself on a rock) and then headed back to the campsite.  
A little while later, just before sunset, Kev noticed that the offside front wheel was flat – oh no not again!!  He then tried to jack the wheel up using the new bottle jack he’d bought a month or so ago and discovered that it was too high to fit under the axle – he’d checked that it was OK when the tyre was blown up but forgotten that if it was flat it would be several inches lower... As he was lying under the front of the truck trying to work out what to do he noticed water dripping onto his from what appeared to the brand new radiator – DOUBLE TROUBLE!!  By this time it was getting dark so the only thing we could do was leave everything and have a proper look in the morning.
Wednesday July 1st
Needless to say neither of us slept too well and we were up soon after 7am.  I made coffee while Kev put on his overalls and got to work.  He decided that the water leak was coming from the air conditioning unit and not the radiator which was a big relief and then managed to get the jack in position with the help of the axle stand and by digging into the ground so the jack was low enough to raise the wheel.  He took the wheel nuts off but couldn’t get the wheel off, it was stuck fast.  10 minutes later and it has still not budged.  He put some oil on the bolts and tried various other things but to no avail.  In the meantime Veronica and G had arrived and Veronica offered to go back to the office to ask for help.  After half an hour or so Kev eventually go the wheel off (perhaps the oil had eventually penetrated enough) and by the time a couple of guys from the office arrived we’d replaced the wheel.  They said there wasn’t anywhere in the Park to repair a tubeless tyre and said that we’d need to go to Bulawayo, about 60km away, so we packed away the tent and set off – after I’d made us another cuppa,  including tea and rusks for Veronica and G, which they enjoyed.
There was no information about garages on the Tracks4Africa or Southern African Streetmaps on the GPs so at the Exit Gate we asked where to go and where directed to a garage on Main and 3rd Avenue.  On the way we stopped at a tyre place we saw but the guy said that his compressor wasn’t working so we carried on to the suggested garage where they directed us to a nearby ‘workshop’ – just a backstreet yard with plenty of guys working on various sized wheels.  Kev had a chat with the boss who said that he could get it repaired for US$ 5 – WOW what a bargain!  We were there for half an hour or so and enjoyed watching all the activity around us.  Kev got a paper from a nearby stall (the guy at the Park gate had asked us to get him one).  On our way out of town we stopped to get more cough medicine for Kev and then tried to get a Sim card for our phone but discovered that we’d have to get it registered so decided not to bother. In Bulawayo some of the traffic lights were working but others weren’t and sometimes the lights were very faint so crossing were sometimes a rather pot luck affair!  Nearer the centre of town most of the lights were working at the main intersections thank goodness.  We noticed several people selling fruit and vegetables at roadside stalls which hopefully means that they’re reasonably easy to buy.
On the way back to the camp we firstly stopped at the MOTH Shrine.  MOTH (Memorable Order of Tin Hats) was set up after the First World War to support the soldiers who had fought in the war and also their families.
Later we stopped at World’s View, where Cecil Rhodes is buried – certainly a wonderful 360 ‘ view and then at Pomongwe cave and museum.  The guide there, Tembe (who turned out to be Veronica’s husband), was very informative and after taking us around the museum showed us the nearby cave where, sadly, most of the paintings have disappeared because, years ago, some people thought they would improve them by putting linseed oil on them, however this actually destroyed them – what a shame. 
We paid for a couple more night camping and returned to our site.  There were a group of 3 vehicles there and 2 of them had NH registrations (we’d actually seen them in Bulawayo this morning).  We discovered that NH is New Hanover which is just to the north of Albert Falls, and that one of the group used to live in Eston so knew the Richmond area.
A wonderfully clear night (the first for several days) with no light pollution and no moon until quite late so the stars were magnificent.
Friday July 2nd
We drove out to see if we could find the 3 other cave painting sites in the Park, which were in more remote locations.  We never found the first one, Silozwane, which is just outside the Park and in the end gave up however it was interesting driving through the rural area outside the park where there were several small communities, mostly with mud huts, a kraal for their animals and wooden fences.  Back within the Park boundary we passed Mtshelali Dam where there was a campsite area which appeared, at the moment, to be unused and then drove on to Toghwana Dam where there was a Warden who said that the campsite there was open (but there was no-one there).  We decided against walking to Ingange Cave as he said it was a 6km walk (each way) and Kev’s ankle was still a bit sore.  We had a look around the campsites, some of them right next to the Dam, and then followed the track which led to Fort Usher, according to the map that we’d been given at the Entrance Gate when we arrived however when we came to a muddy, wet section and got out to investigate we (sensibly) decided that it needed at least 2 vehicles to tackle it properly.  This meant turning around and going back through the campsite but we then found a sign for track not marked on the map (but it was on the GPS)  indicating a short cut involving a steep decent so we took that route.  It was fine, there were a few rocky sections and at one part I got out and directed Kev but most of the steep sections had been concreted so easy enough.  Later there was a river crossing which was marked on the GPS as ‘Deep water crossing’.  It was over our bumper but not for too long and it was on solid ground so no problem.  Finally we stopped at the White Rhino Cave, had a late lunch (sandwiches) and walked up the 500m track to the cave.  The painting weren’t as good as at Nswatugi Cave but we were able to make out the outline of several rhinos.  
While showing some of the New Hanover crowd our truck Kev noticed that the front number plate was missing – must have come off when we crossed the river I suppose.

Saturday July 3rd
I made up a number plate out of cardboard then we packed up and set off.  We had to pass through Bulawayo so firstly stopped at a small Spar shop we’d noticed a couple of days ago, mainly to see what stock they had and in fact they had most things, meat, veg, fruit, tins etc  We just bought some cheese and a bag of charcoal.  At the second roadblock of the day Kev asked the policeman where we could get a new number plate made.  The policeman said that we could only get Zim plates made up so we decided not to bother trying to find somewhere to get it done and headed out of town – stopping at the main cross roads to take a photo of the Cape to Cairo Pub and Restaurant on the corner – on our way to Lake Cunningham – or Great Zimbabwe if there turned out to be no campsite at Lake Cunningham.  At the second roadblock out of Bulawayo the policeman said that our number plate was illegal – too small and asked for a $10 fine.  Kev said that he’d give him the $10 if he got a receipt so that he would be able to show it at any future roadblocks.  On hearing that the policeman didn’t have a book Kev suggested that he talk to the Officer in charge.  After a bit more chat, mainly to do with the World Cup, the policeman told us that we could go!!  In fact the World Cup has been a great talking point at the Border Crossings and whenever we’ve been stopped at roadblocks!!

Lake Cunningham was 15km off the main tar road along a sandy and often bumpy track.  When we arrived we were pleased to see that there was a official looking entrance.  The girl there couldn’t believe that we just wanted to camp there, she was convinced that we must want to go fishing as, apparently, that’s what most people go there for.  She even asked to search the truck and check that we didn’t have any rods tucked away!  We asked to have a look at the campsites before paying the entrance and camp fees so she took us to the main office.  The woman there was happy for us to camp but explained that, apart from long drop toilets, that there were no facilities.  She was also concerned that we should have to pay $10 per person per night (being the International fee) and eventually said that she would only charge us $3 per person per night plus $10 each entrance fee.  It turned out that we’re the first International visitors that they’ve had – South Africans don’t have to pay as much as they’re part of the Southern African Tourism Group so have reduced fees in member countries.  We decided to stay so drove back to the Entrance Gate, paid and then drove around to choose where to camp – a cold wind meant that we wanted a bit of shelter.
During the afternoon we were able to sit in the lee of the truck with a good bit of sunshine so very pleasant.  We’d been told that we could use firewood from the park so started to collect some.  There were mostly small acacia bushes so mostly quite spindly – and with very sharp thorns but we got enough to see us through the evening.
There are lots of bee-eaters perching on the dead branches at the edge of the lake and then flying off to catch insects in the air.

Once the wind had dropped, just before sunset, and we’d got the fire going we had another lovely evening, once again it was completely clear with no light pollution so superb stars – and a couple of shooting stars.
Sunday July 4th
We decided to stay for another night so walked to the Entrance gate to pay another $6.  We then walked along the track to the dam wall.  The dam was completed in the 1960s and the lake behind it is huge.   There was no-one around so we climbed over the gate and walked along the dam wall to the control gates - which didn’t look like they were used all that much. 
Back at our camp there were several of the park workers down by the lake washing their clothes.  The lady from the office was there and she said that the pump up in the village had broken last December, that it had been fixed a week ago but had already broken again so that since December all the water has had to be carried from the lake up to the village and they’ve had to do all their washing down by the dam.  She said that previously she had worked at Matopos so she was pleased to hear that we’d enjoyed our stay there.
Monday July 5th
Packed up and headed for Great Zimbabwe.  250 km and we were only stopped by police roadblocks 3 times!  At Masvingo, the town just before the ruins, we found a Spar supermarket and bought a few goods – they sell beer and alcohol in the supermarkets here rather than having separate bottle stores as they do in most other Southern African countries.  We then parked along the main street outside a book shop where we were able to buy a black permanent marker – so that we can improve our front number plate.  We then went into a phone shop and were able to buy a sim card as we were able to fill in the registration form and leave it there.  

We got to the Great Zimbabwe Ruins and booked into the campsite for a couple of nights.  We were also told that the tickets for visiting the site could be used tomorrow as well as today – excellent.  After a late lunch we went firstly to the museum, which gave a background to the site and then we visited the Great Enclosure section, a huge circular wall with many more walls inside. It was built in the 14th century
Tuesday July 6th
We woke to a cloudless sky and it stayed sunny all day – the first time for over a week.   We had a chat to a couple, Clive and Tanya, who arrived yesterday.  They are from the UK but now live near Perpignan in France and have driven down from there over the past 18 months via the Western and Central side of Africa which they said had been wonderful.  They intend to carry on down to Cape Town and then drive back up the Eastern side of Africa – RESPECT!!

We visited the Hill section of the ruins in the morning – truly amazing how they have built amongst the rocks.  There were lots of narrow passageways, as Kev said it would make an excellent location of a game of hide and seek.

After lunch we went back and wandered round the Valley section as well as re-visiting the Great Enclosure. What luck that the weather was so good today.

I tried to use the phone but even though we’re only 25km from town I was only getting 1 bar and it wouldn’t send it.  I must remember to try again when we go through town tomorrow. 

Yesterday Kev noticed that the power steering didn’t seem to be working properly.  He had a chat with Clive about it and they decided to have a look at it tomorrow morning.

Wednesday July 7th
As soon as we got up I moved the truck into the sunshine so that the moisture on the fly sheet could dry off before we packed the tent away.  As I was getting the fire going for a brew I noticed that the front offside tyre (the one that we’d just had mended) looked a little low.  I called Kev over and as we watched the tyre was visibly going down.  Kev quickly got out the compressor and started putting air into the tyre and then got the bottle jack to put under the axle.  Once he’d got the tyre off we had a good look at it but couldn’t see any obvious problem so he changed the wheel.  Then Kev and Clive had a look at the power steering and discovered that the fluid pump was empty.  They found a loose clip which they tightened and Clive had some fluid so topped up our pump.
Took a photo of the 4 of us with our vehicles – both dark blue, one Landrover and one Toyota – and said our goodbyes.  A very nice couple, hope that we meet up with them again sometime.
We stopped at a tyre place just outside Masvingo to get the tyre repaired but on putting it in the water bath found that there was nothing wrong with it, no bubble at all – very strange.  In the end the guy and Kev decided that a small stone must have got trapped on the rim and when I moved the truck this morning it had allowed the air to escape but then when Kev used the compressor to put in more air the stone must have pinged off and allowed the tyre to re-seat itself.  

Did some shopping at the Spar shop in Masvingo and then headed northwards towards Harare.  The legs on one of our camp chairs had broken a few days ago.  We managed to patch it up with some ties but have to be careful sitting on it so we decided to see if there was a shop in Harare to buy another one.  The GPS indicated a Makro so we followed the instructions to get there, having to make a few direction changes on the way as there were some one way streets not indicated on the GPS but we did find Makro but although they had a small camping section there were no chairs.  Driving through the centre of Harare was interesting – and very busy.

We then headed west to Lake Chivero where there’s a National Park but when we found the campsite it was overgrown and obviously no longer in use.  We headed back along the lake and found a wonderful spot called Kuimba Shiri Bird Park which was right next to the lake – and much cheaper than the Park fees.  The owner, Gary, made us very welcome and said that although the campsite had not been developed we could stay and use the facilities in one of the dormitory units.  A very interesting guy who has managed to keep his place going and is now hoping to build it up again – he said that a few years ago he had 130 boats in his yard, mostly for people living in Harare who would use the lake at weekends.  
In their bar / restaurant area there was a TV so we were able to watch the Spain v Germany semi-final match in the evening.  

Thursday July 8th
We’ve decided to stay here until Monday.  It’s a lovely spot and we’ll be able to watch the final on Sunday evening.
Kev checked the power steering unit and found that most of the fluid had leaked out.  On closer inspection he thought that a seal had gone.  He had a chat with Gary who said that he knew a guy in Harare who would be able to fix it for us.  He rang Dave and we arranged to take the truck in later that morning.  At Dave’s place his wife, Kim, made us very welcome and looked after us until Gary’s wife, Elcine picked us up and drove us to a very posh shopping centre just to the north of Harare – she and her daughter, Jess, were going there for lunch so they took us there while our car was being fixed.  Very surprised to see such a range of goods in the shops, you can get just about anything – but at a price of course.  We had lunch there, a lovely meal and reasonably priced as well.  

We met Elcine and Jess as arranged at their car at 2.30 and she rang Kim who said that our car was ready so we were dropped off there to pick it up – we’d quite expected to have to leave it their overnight so were delighted that it was ready so quickly.

Outside the restaurant area are a couple of cages with some eagles, owls and falcons on tethers which Gary flies and he also has some other birds in enclosures and cages.  Many are rescued or injured birds, some he’s able to release but others don’t cope in the wild.  He said that a few years ago he had to move a couple of thousand birds to South Africa but that he’s starting to rebuild the aviaries.  I’m hoping that we get to see some of the birds flying.
Friday July 9th
We’d originally thought about going into Harare for a look around today but it was such a lovely day that we decided to stay at the camp.  I spent most of the morning wandering around the lake shore enjoying watching the herons, ducks, gulls etc. 

After lunch we had a walk around their complex and discovered several houses nearby.  Later we asked Gary and Elcine about them and learned that they had built them and then sold them.  Some are owned by people living overseas but others have full time residents.  A couple of them are for sale – perhaps we should consider buying one.  After Knysna this is certainly a place where we both feel that we could happily spend several months of the year.
Saturday July 10th
I got up just after 6.30am and spent over an hour walking and sitting by the lake watching the mist gradually rise – lovely.  Once again we decided to spend the day at the camp.  Not quite as sunny but still warm enough to sit outside.  
The aviary was open today so I spent quite a bit of time having a look at the eagles, hawks, vultures and owls.  Josh ((Gary and Elcine’s son) worked at the Birds of Prey Centre just outside Pietermaritzburg for a couple of months and is now back working with his father.  They are gradually rebuilding the aviaries and then re-stocking them.
Sunday July 11th
Elcine had said that there was live music on from 1pm so after another quiet morning we went and sat in the garden, had some lunch (a pizza and an ostrich stir fry) and enjoyed listening to a group comprising a couple of guitarists, a drummer and a singer who also played the flute and the harmonica – a very pleasant afternoon.

Monday July 12th
We set off for Kariba having decided not to visit Mana Pools as they are charging $100 per camp site per night (plus a $20 entry fee for each of us).  A real shame as it’s meant to be the best park in Zimbabwe right on the banks of the Zambezi River.  

Gary had suggested a couple of campsites around Kariba and we went to Charara.  We were the only campers there and were given the keys to one of the chalets for ablutions – a bonus being that we could plug into the electric and also use the kitchen facilities.  As we arrived at reception we saw a hippo wandering around eating the grass, it was only a few metres from where we’d parked so I got out rather cautiously....  The campsite is on the banks of Lake Kariba and there are no fences so hippo, elephants etc can be found wandering around!
It’s noticeably warmer here in the evenings – we were OK in shorts and shirts for the first time on this trip.  Kariba is under 500m above sea level so considerably lower that most of the rest of Zim.  All the other places that we’ve stayed have been around 1200m.

Tuesday July 13th
I got up early to take a photo of the sunrise and noticed that the front offside tyre was low – the same one that we’d had problems with before so Kev got up and changed the tyre.  We then drove into Kariba, following a track along the electricity pylons.  It started off OK but then deteriorated in places, however it was passable with care.  On the way we picked up a couple of guys who were walking into Kariba and once we’d dropped them off picked up a girl who wanted to go to the Shell Station.  There was a tyre workshop there so we were able to get the tyre checked.  They found and repaired a puncture, put on a new valve and re-seated the tyre, let’s hope it lasts.

We then drove to the dam wall which is the border with Zambia.  We had to hand in our passports at the border crossing and were given a gate pass so that we could drive down to the dam wall, where we parked and were then able to walk across the dam wall.  Until yesterday 3 of the gates at the dam had been open bust unfortunately they were shut yesterday afternoon however it was still interesting to walk along the road across the dam.
On our way back to Kariba Heights – the ‘posh’ part of town – we drove along several dead end tracks with some great views out across the lake (which is 280km long).  We could see lots of houseboats and speedboats moored in several of the bays but there were very few boats out on the lake.  

At Kariba Heights we had a drink and a sandwich at the Country Club, which had stunning views over the lake and the town below.  On our way back to the campsite we stopped at one of the marinas and enquired about hiring a boat for a couple of days but discovered that the cost was $300 per night (minimum of 2 nights) plus paying for diesel.  Most of the boats carry at least 6 people so it’s OK if there’s a group of people but too expensive for the 2 of us – a pity.

Back at the campsite we could see 4 elephants and a group of hippo sunning themselves across the bay.  Later a crocodile cruised by as we sat by the lake.  This campsite is used by several fishing clubs who have large cabins dotted around the grounds but at the moment there’s only one guy here who is actually from Hillcrest!
Wednesday July 14th
We’ve decided to have another day here before heading west.  I was able to get the washing done in the morning – nice to have a large sink and plenty of hot water.  We had a walk around the camp, having a good look at some of the fishing club cabins, some appear to be used but others are looking like they’ve been deserted.  There are also several caravans under awnings but again many of them look like they’ve not been used in a while.
In the evening, just after we’d eaten and were sitting round the campfire we noticed a hippo moving around and then saw a couple of smaller ones.  They were eating the grass and gradually getting closer to us so Kev shone a torch at them but to little effect.  I got up and stood next to the truck.  Then another hippo appeared from behind our chalet and as soon as it saw the other ones it bellowed and charged towards them – they ran off into the lake.  There was quite a bit of snorting for some time and a little while later we saw a single hippo feeding on the grass – don’t know if it was the same one.  Very glad that we’ve got a rooftop tent as I wouldn’t want a hippo wandering around if we were in a tent on the ground!
I had a chat with the guy from Pinetown as to our route tomorrow as there’s a shortcut that I could see on the software but it states that you need a permit.  He advised us to go the long way round as he said the other route was very isolated.  This will mean doing 380km tomorrow, more than half of it on gravel roads so we’ll need an early start.

Thursday July 15th
We left at 8.45am and made good time to the Matusadona Park entrance as we were there soon after 2pm so with only another 80km to go I was pleased with our progress.  Apart from stopping go for a sandwich we also stopped to try and help a couple of guys who had broken down.  Kev used our compressor to blow up his tyre but air was coming out the valve so as there was nothing more that we could do we carried on (it wasn’t too far from the main road and we’d passed several vehicles so they would hopefully soon get a lift).
The first part of the track along the edge of the Park wasn’t too bad but once we’d turned off and into the Park proper it really deteriorated and it took us about 30 minutes to do 5 or 6 km!  At that rate it would take us 6 hours to reach the campsite.... so we turned around and headed back out of the park.  We’d noticed a sign for a camp not far from the first turn off so decided to see if we could stay there.  On our way back we met another truck and the driver said that although the first part of the track through Matusadona was bad the second part was better.  What to do???  In the end we wasted another half hour going back to the turn off, following the other vehicle.  We had another chat with him and once he’d left (on the other track and not into the park) we decided not to go on so turned around (again) and headed back.  Stupidly we never thought to ask him where he was going and if there was somewhere that we could camp overnight!   At the first camp there were a few buildings and a couple of guys about.  We asked about camping and they seemed OK about it.  Then we asked ‘how much?  They couldn’t decide and it looked like it might take them ages so, knowing that the next campsite at Chizarira was 130km away we decided not to hang around but to go there.  By this time it was getting on for 3.30pm and based on our previous travelling time on the gravel road Kev estimated that it would take us 3 hours if we could continue to average 40km/hour.  Kev did amazingly well and despite several bad stretches managed to get to the park gates just before 6.30pm, the sun had set ¾ hour earlier but it was still just about OK to drive.  The notice on the gates said the park closed at 5.30pm, which the 2 ladies there confirmed.  They phoned the Park Office to check if we could go in but in the meantime we could see a nice level bit of land near the gate so asked if we could stay there overnight.  The ladies were fine with that so we soon had the tent up and the braai going.
Friday July 16th
Up at 7am having had a very peaceful night and the first thing Kev noticed was the flat offside front tyre – THE SAME ONE.  Once again he donned his overall and changed the tyres.  On checking the tyre he found that the place where the puncture had been mended was leaking so we used the puncture repair kit to try and fix it but left it as the spare wheel.  We drove into the park hoping that they would have a workshop where we could get the inner tube we’d got put into the dodgy tyre.  We booked in for 1 night at reception ($48) and then went to the workshop but there was no one around and when Kev had a look around he couldn’t see much in the way of tools so we made our way to one of the campsites which overlooks the edge of the escarpment – wonderful views.
We’re thinking that we’ll have to head for Victoria Falls tomorrow as we’re not too happy with the tyre that we’ve now having to use, it’s not as good quality as the main tyres so we don’t want to drive around the tracks in this Park.  It’s 360km to Vic Fall and the first 200km is on gravel so we’ll have to see how it goes.  

There’s no water at this site, just a thatched shade area, a braai and a long drop toilet.  Mind you there’s a huge pile of wood so we won’t need to use any charcoal.  They never mentioned at reception that there was no water but we’ve been carrying our usual 20 litre water container and this is the first time we’ve needed it.
After a late cuppa and a rusk we both had a good wash and then I rinsed our clothes which were filthy after a day on dusty roads yesterday.

We spent the afternoon at the camp.

Saturday July 17th
Yesterday afternoon we decided to have another night here as, even if we got to Vic Falls early in the afternoon it’s very unlikely that we’d find an tyre place open until Monday morning.  

As soon as we were up we drove to reception and paid for another night.  Kev had decided to put a tube in the tyre with the puncture as he doesn’t think the repair that we did yesterday is any good so he asked if there was anyone at the workshop to help out.  We were told that the workshop guy was at another camp but that there was someone else who might be able to help.  He then spoke to a guy outside who was with a tractor and returned to say that it could be done so we drove over to the workshop.  Magically another 4 guys appeared so we had plenty of man power – but no tools!! However Kev had everything we needed so they set to work taking off the spare (punctured) tyre and then, at Kev’s suggestion, using the tractor to break the tyre seal – they were a bit too enthusiastic about this especially after one side ‘popped’ easily and kept driving over the other side hoping for the same result.  In the end Kev told them to stop so they got their tyre levers (the one thing that we don’t have) and managed to get the tyre off the rim.  Kev cleaned the inside of the tyre and put the tube in and then attempted to get the tyre back on the rim with the help of the 5 guys.  At this point I was chatting to the guy from reception who had come across to see how things were going and he told me that the tractor driver was employed by the park but that the other 4 guys were contract labourers employed to help grade the tracks in the park – no wonder their skill didn’t match their enthusiasm for getting the tyre back on!  Around the same time Kev had realised that they didn’t really know what they were doing but by this time they had managed to damage the valve of the tube.  Kev tried to mend it and put some air in the tube but the valve kept leaking.  After a short thinking break Kev decided to take the tyre off the rim again and try and repair the puncture.  He got a patch on but wasn’t completely satisfied that it would be OK so once we’d managed to get the tyre back on the rim and pumped up we left it as the spare and will have to hope that we don’t get any more punctures – although we’ve still got some patches we used up all the glue in trying to fix this puncture.
We drove out and had a look at a couple of different campsites in the park, only about 5km from reception, and decided to stay at one of them so we drove back to the escarpment camp, packed up our stuff and drove back to the Platform Camp where we had a late lunch – bacon and mushroom toasted sandwich.  The platform overlooked a river valley – very green and lush compared to the surrounding bush but we didn’t see any animals there.  We hadn’t been able to fill up with water at the main camp as the supply was very slow – it would have taken an hour or so to get a few litres I would think – so we then decided to drive 1 km back to the nearby camp which was next to a stream and stay the night there.
We heated up the river water and had a lovely shower – pouring the water over each other!!  Then I washed our clothes.  

Sunday July 18th
Up before 7am, packed away quickly and headed for Vic Falls.  Once we were back on the gravel road we made good time as it had been graded and apart from a few corrugated sections we could drive at 50 km/hour.  After the first 90km we turned onto a tar road earlier than I’d expected.  Several sections had potholes so it still meant looking ahead and driving carefully but it was better for our tyres than the gravel.  Later we had the option of a shorter route on gravel or an extra 30km via a tar road – we opted for the tar. 
We saw several roadside sellers with wooden bowls and animals for sale so stopped at one for a look.  There were some beautiful hand carved pots and they only wanted $5 so we ended up buying 3 pots and 1 hippo (only $3). We had quite a long chat with one of the guys there who said that there weren’t many tourists passing by – they had hoped that the World Cup would mean more visitors.  We’ve found this to be a common misconception throughout Zim.
Once on the main Bulawayo to Vic Falls road there was a bit more traffic and the road surface was fine so we made good time and were in Vic Falls by 3pm and went straight to the same camp we’d stayed at 18 months ago.
Monday July 19th
After coffee and a rusk we visited the Falls.  Much more expensive this time, $30 each, but the amount of water going over the Falls was incredible.  In fact there was so much spray that you couldn’t actually see the Eastern section and we got soaked, we had taken our waterproofs but our shorts were sodden after a short walk through the spray which also obscured the sun.
After walking back through the rain forest we walked down to the bridge which is the border with Zambia.  We got a pass to get onto the bridge (we didn’t have to give in our passports this time).  It’s a rail and road bridge.  We walked to centre of the bridge where they do the bungee jumping and gorge swings and watched a few people having a go – neither of us were tempted! There were plenty of guys selling necklaces and copper bracelets.  I ended up buying 4 bracelets......
On our way back to camp we stopped at the Spar supermarket to get provisions – mostly drink as we only need food for the next couple of days as we’ll be going into Botswana on Wednesday and can’t take meat, fruit and veg across the border.

Left the truck at the campsite and walked back into town for a pizza lunch and a look around the shops, mostly tourist souvenirs and then spent the afternoon at the campsite.  Couldn’t get the wireless internet access to work (poor signal strength) so we used the internet computer at reception to check our emails.
The spare tyre that we’ve now got on the front offside seems to be OK.  It had lost a bit of air yesterday but Kevin has decided that, as it’s tar roads all the way, we should be able to get back to Richmond and then we can get the tyres sorted. 

When we arrived yesterday we noticed that one of the vehicles had a Richmond number plate so have had a chat with them.  Nigel lives on the Eston Road and works opposite Makenzie Plant Hire.  His niece, Lucy, from England was visiting so he was taking her around.  

We’ve booked a sunset cruise for tomorrow and will then travel to Kasane in Botswana on Wednesday.

Tuesday July 20th
Walked into town to buy bacon and bread for lunch and spent the rest of the day at the campsite.  Nigel, Lucy and Richard left this morning and so we’re now the only people camping although there are several people staying in the chalets.
We were picked up at reception just before 4pm and driven to the jetty a few km above the Falls.  There were 17 of us on the boat but once we’d moved out into the river we spent 15 minutes or so going round in circles – apparently the steering had broken!  We got back to the jetty and 12 of the group were put on another smaller boat, the other 5 (us included) had to wait for a boat to return and pick us up.  It was getting on for quarter to 5 before the other boat arrived (there were already 6 people on board) and we were beginning to get frustrated with the wait but once on board found that we’d got an excellent guide who soon found a group of hippos (got a couple of excellent shots of a huge open mouth!).  4 of the original group were obviously keen birders as our guide (and pilot) soon took us close to some islands and started pointing out various birds.  Then as sunset approached he made sure that we were the boat ‘at the front’ for taking photos.  
The cruise cost us $35 each but since it included snacks and drinks was good value.

Back at the Rest Camp we ate at the In-da-belly restaurant and had a very nice meal.
Wednesday July 21st
Drove to the Kazangula border post with Botswana and once through went into Kasane to buy provisions and get some Pula. On the recommendation of Penny and Anton (who we’d met at Nduma) we stopped for the night at Senyati Safari Camp which is about 15km from Kasane on the Nata road.  An excellent place to camp – much nicer than the camps that we’ve stayed at before in Kasane – as we had our own shelter with sink, shower and toilet, and as much firewood as we wanted.
There’s also a raised covered bar area overlooking a small waterhole.  We spent most of the afternoon there, Kevin reading while I was bird watching.  Half an hour or so before sunset a group of elephants came to the waterhole.  There were several youngsters and one very small baby.  We spent quite a bit of time watching them during the evening. 

Thursday July 22nd
Had a chat with the camp owner and another guy, Christo, who runs safaris in Botswana and Zambia before packing up and heading south to Woodlands stopover near Francistown.  The road to Nata was in much better condition than last time we’d driven on it as most of the potholes had been repaired so we made good time.
Woodlands Stopover was much quieter as the South African School holidays are over – we were the only people camping there.

Friday July 23rd
Drove to the Martin’s Drift border with South Africa and then on to Kokomori Bush Camp (after phoning Dien at the border to check that we could camp there).  Just after the border there was a Customs roadblock.  They checked our passports and said that we needed to get a new front number plate.
Saturday July 24th
We drove to Dien’s house to pay for the camping.  He’d forgotten to leave us any wood yesterday so said we could stay for free but we’d had enough wood and charcoal with us so it wasn’t a problem.  He then insisted on giving us a bag of onions – we’d seen lots of workers in his fields collecting and cleaning onions.  

  We took a cross country route to Jo’burg, avoiding the N1 freeway.  At Lephalale we stopped to buy rolls and cheese for lunch.  On returning to the Prado it wouldn’t start.  We’d had this happen a couple of times over the past few days but after a few minutes it had been OK however this time it just wouldn’t turn over.  We were parked just outside a 4x4 Centre so Kevin went and asked for advice.  One guy came out to help but, between them, couldn’t work out what was wrong with the starter motor.  Another guy arrived and, for no apparent reason, the truck started – weird.
Just past Thabazimbi there was another roadblock – once again they said we needed a nw front number plate.
We collected the keys for Greg and Des’s place in Jo’burg 9they were away for the weekend but had kindly said that we could stay there.  In the evening we drove to Monte Casino, we couldn’t get in the undercover parking because of the rooftop tent so were directed to the hotel carpark.  Ate at The Meat Co. – another lovely steak!

Sunday July 25th
Left around 8am on our way back to Richmond.  After a couple of hours we stopped for a Wimpy breakfast at the services.  On returning to the truck we both noticed a wet patch under the engine.... so Kevin once again donned his overalls to check it out.  He discovered that the starter motor was loose.  This couldn’t have been the reason for the oil leak but he thought he’d better fix it.  It involved taking off the front nearside wheel and fiddling about a bit but he eventually managed to tighten the bolt.  We assume that it was this that had caused the problems trying to start the Prado yesterday.  On further investigation he found that it was not oil but diesel that was dripping and soon found that one of the fuel injector leads had a pinprick hole in it.  No matter how he tried he was unable to remove the pipe, he just couldn’t get to the far end of it so then he tried to repair it with ‘cement’.  He wasn’t convinced that it would last long but decided that we would carry on back to Richmond as there wouldn’t be anywhere that we could get anything done until tomorrow and the Prado was booked in for a service in Pietermaritzburg on Tuesday.  
The repair in fact didn’t last and we soon noticed that we were using a lot of fuel – we could almost see the needle going down!  Later we found that it was struggling on the uphill sections, it felt as if it was running on 3 cylinders but we carried on and eventually reached Richmond around 5pm.

Monday July 26th – Wednesday July 28th
We spent the morning emptying the Prado and then, after ringing the garage, took it into Neil Wooldridge in the afternoon.  They checked it over and gave it a service and we were able to pick it up on Wednesday.
We then went to Tyger tyres and bought 2 new tyres and got them to check the 2 we weren’t happy with.  They said that the repair that we’d done in Chizarira was fine and that the one that we’d put on the front offside had a leaky valve, which they replaced.  SO we now have 2 good spare tyres but need a wheel for 1 of them.

