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The words ‘Magical’ – ‘Different’ – ‘Wild’ used by the Kenya Tourism people only partially describes the experiences you will have when visiting this wonderful and amazing country.

Kenya is in Eastern Africa bordering the Indian Ocean, between Tanzania and Somalia. It has a population of around 35,000,000 people. Kiswahili is the official language of Kenya but there are also many indigenous languages spoken by various tribes.

Crime is very low and overall Kenya is considered a safe place to travel. Weather and temperatures vary by area and season, but you will typically find the weather warm and mild.

My affiliate organization, Tour & Travel Organizers Ltd. (an American Travel Agency), was fortunate enough to be one of the participants invited to visit Kenya by the Kenya Tourism Bureau (KTB) for a travel agents Fam trip.

The purpose of the trip was to familiarize American travel agents with all that Kenya has to offer so we could bring that information back home and promote Kenya to our clientele.

The Fam trip was sponsored by many Kenya Tour Operators with each offering different tours and scenarios from walking tours, adventure tours thru luxury tours. 

All of the tours were for 7 days, but if you are going to go to Kenya allow yourself at least 12-14 days minimum so you can achieve the full experience Kenya has to offer.

High season is July thru September and this is when the herd migration returns from the Serengeti plains to the Maasai Mara. To be able to view this migration of thousands and thousands of wildebeests and other animals making their way back to the Mara is an unforgettable event. Also this is the season when mosquito activity is at its least bothersome.

Although we were in Kenya in May which is still the tail end of the Long Rains when mosquito activity is at its highest, I did not receive one single bite the entire time I was in Kenya …. Others in our group were not quite as lucky – so insect repellant with Deet is highly recommended as well as sunscreen for the hot Kenya sun.

Coming from the United States to Kenya is relatively easy with many air carriers serving that region of the world. Currently I do not know of any non-stop flights from the USA direct to Kenya so you will definitely change planes at least once. 

I flew from San Francisco to Amsterdam (10.5 hrs) and then Amsterdam to Nairobi (8 hrs). Going to Nairobi I spent an overnight in Amsterdam and on the return had a 5 hour layover at the Amsterdam airport.

Yes it is a long time on an airplane, but it is well worth it which I am sure you will agree after spending time in Kenya.

With all the tour operators sponsoring the trip it was very hard to try to choose which one to go with, but we were lucky enough to get our first choice which was Abercrombie & Kent (A&K) – one of the largest tour operators in the world.

Upon arrival in Kenya I was met at the airport by two A&K representatives, Fiona and Francis, to take me to the hotel (The Norfolk) in Nairobi.

As we drove into Nairobi, Francis turned and asked me if I had a brother named John who was in Kenya in the Peace Corps in the 70’s. I answered yes and was totally surprised to find that Francis had known him.

Yes it is a very small world!

At 106 years old, The Norfolk Hotel is one of the oldest hotels in Kenya. Well maintained with an impeccable staff, beautifully groomed grounds and nicely appointed rooms I would recommend The Norfolk for any traveler coming to Nairobi.

The following evening the KTB hosted a welcome cocktail party and imparted some basic information to all the travel agents present as well as allowing us the opportunity to meet most of the sponsoring tour operators.

Our small group of 9 under the care of one of the most professional safari guides in the business, John Niva of A&K, left Nairobi on a Kenya Air Twin Otter 15 seat plane for our flight to our first Game Resort at Elsa’s Kopje (pronounced Copy).

It is important to note that when planning for this type of trip you will be limited to one piece of luggage of no more than 32 lbs along with a small carry-on. 

The baggage and weight capacity of these smaller planes is very limited. Typically though you can store a bag at your hotel in Nairobi until you return which is exactly what most of us did. 

I will discuss later in this article what we recommend you bring to wear and to use to take photos.

Upon arrival at the small airstrip we were met by 2 Safari vehicles and driver-guides and made our way to Elsa’s Kopje.

It was an amazing site on that short drive to Elsa’s to come across a herd of elephants with their young, a mother giraffe and her baby and various antelopes and gazelles. 

What a way to start a Safari!

Elsa’s Kopje is situated in the Meru National Park and in the area where George and Joy Adamson released Elsa the lioness into the wild (Born Free – the movie).

Elsa’s Kopje is one of Kenya’s best kept secrets – a hidden jewel in this untamed wilderness of the Meru. The lodge itself is built on the site of George Adamson’s first campsite.

Invisible to the eye as you approach, the lodge offers a stunning 360 degree view over Meru’s landscape of Giant Baobabs, Doum Palms and hot Bushland. It is the home of the Beisa Oryx, Grevy’s Zebra, Reticulated Giraffe, Lesser Kudu, as well as large herds of elephants, prides of Lion and Cheetah and Leopard.

Elsa’s Kopje offers intimate private cottages with en-suite bathrooms and shower. Every cottage has a stunning view, generous double or twin beds romantically swathed in netting. 

Children are welcome and a family cottage set away from the other rooms gives young guests space to have fun.

The meals prepared for us at Elsa’s Kopje were tasty and good enough that we were asking for recipes to take home.

The managers, Anthony Childs and Emma Ayton (soon to be married) were both born and raised in Kenya. They have worked in wildlife from an early age; being involved with the Kenya Wildlife Service and NGO’s, working with elephants, community projects and anti-poaching in both the Shimba Hills and Tsavo National Parks. Anthony is one of East Africa’s leading snake authorities and is involved in writing a comprehensive book on the snakes of Kenya.

They are both charming people and have an innumerable wealth of information.

At Elsa’s we did both morning and evening safari game drives with their excellent driver guides. We also did a couple of sundowner stops to watch the sun go down while having some wine, beer, soda and snacks. 

One sundowner was atop a large outcropping apparently where Elsa used to hang out.

One morning a pride of lions decided to take up residence right next to Elsa’s Kopje, and throughout the night you could hear them roar…..wonderful to me – worrisome to others in our group, but staff members patrolled at night to assure our complete safety.

From Elsa’s Kopje we flew a short flight to the Maasai Mara Game Reserve and then were driven to Olonana Luxury Camp which is located on the banks of the Mara River. 

This is a very private and luxurious camp which comprises just 12 spacious and airy en-suite accommodation tents (all with 2 queen size beds, floor to ceiling mosquito net ‘windows’ and verandah).

As I sat on my veranda I watched the Hippo’s in the water not 10 feet away from me, and was delightfully awakened in the morning to their snorting and noise.

Olonana offered us the usual morning and evening game rides on the Mara where we had the opportunity to see large herds of gazelles, antelopes, wart hogs, Hippo’s, crocodile, birds, snakes, giraffe’s and so much more (see the gallery of photos from Kenya).

Right near the Olonana camp was a Maasai homestead that we had the wonderful opportunity to visit.

The Maasai people (as well as most Kenyan’s) are a very friendly people whose wealth is based on the number of cattle they own. The cattle are never eaten but their milk and blood is used by the Maasai people.

They live simply as they always have in huts made from cow dung which the women build. For every ten cows a Maasai man owns he can have a wife. When he has enough cows and is ready for the second wife – the first wife will chose his second wife …. The second chooses the third and so on.

The Maasai women make some beautiful hand-crafts which, of course, we all had to purchase. The hard part was trying to decide which pieces to choose from – and how you were going to fit them into your suitcase.

In addition to many beaded bracelets and pendants I purchased, I also purchased a traditional Maasai knife (about 24” long and a wooden bludgeon. 

I wondered how the Transportation Safety Administration (TSA) would handle that in my luggage, but they passed it through fine.

Some of the members on our tour took advantage of an optional hot air balloon ride over the Mara. Since this was not the migration period I opted not to take this ride. The travel agents who did take the ride said it was fantastic.

The ability to be able to see these wild animals in their natural habitat – roaming free and living their lives as nature intended was uplifting.

Our next plane ride took us to the Shompole Camp which is in the South-Eastern area of Kenya near the Tanzanian border near Lake Natron. 

Shompole is located on the edge of the Nguruman Escarpment overlooking the Great Rift Valley. 

Shompole is 120km south of Nairobi on a 35,000 acre core Conservancy, surrounded by 140,000 acres of Shompole Group Ranch, which provides a dispersal area for wildlife as well as a buffer zone.

As with the previous camps, Shompole proved to be the newest and most luxurious of them. 

Free flowing and open air Cabins with views from every cabin that were breathtaking. Each cabin had its own plunge pool which was a wonderful way to cool off while drinking a Tusker Beer and watching the view.

An evening game drive proved to be an amazing journey, and I was able to capture photos of some rarely seen animals like the Aardwolf and the African Wildcat as well as watching and photographing a lion pride on the hunt. 

Food, once again, was fantastic and the service amazing.

At each of the camps we were given the opportunity to choose our wake-up time.

Our alarm clocks were staff members who also brought us our choice of coffee, tea or hot chocolate and cookies at wake-up time.

Each camp had Maasai security at night assuring the wildlife stayed away from our cabins – and in some of the camps each person had a radio to call for anything if they needed it and a flashlight for after the generators were shut off.

I can only say that Abercrombie & Kent Kenya provided our group with a most wonderful and fantastic adventure, placing us at the best of the best camps and assuring we had the most professional and caring guides. 

I’m sure some of the other groups with other tour operators also had wonderful tours, but I don’t know how they could have been any better than what Abercrombie & Kent provided for our group.

Abercrombie & Kent will certainly be at the top of our list for Kenya Tour Operators for the clientele Tour & Travel Organizers Ltd. Serves.

In a meeting the last day of our trip we had the opportunity to learn and understand all that Kenya is doing to protect these animals. 

Poachers are given an automatic seven year prison sentence when caught, and the rangers have the authority to shoot and kill poachers if an animal or the Rangers are in danger. 

We saw the wildlife ranger’s aircraft over the various reserves keeping watch over this treasure of wildlife.

The Kenya Wildlife Service has prepared and is implementing a Strategic Plan to save, conserve and preserve Kenya’s wildlife population. 

The Kenya Tourism Federation {KTF} (which is comprised of tour operators, hotelkeepers, travel agents, air operators and ecotourism Kenya) has worked very hard in addressing security related issues by creating the Safety and Communication Centre.

The Centre is a 24 hour coordination point with the following objectives:

· A countrywide communication network for tourism operatives report and record any emergencies that might occur such as sickness or accident.

· A tourist emergency command and control centre

· Professional staff to assist tourists

· A source of information on prevailing conditions in any intended destination

· A coordination Centre between the tourism industry and emergency providors including the Kenya Police, Kenya Wildlife Service, Flying Doctors/AMREF

· A monitoring unit for reported and non-reported incidents involving tourism

There was not one time in all of our travels throughout Kenya on this trip that I felt in danger or unsafe. 

Even in the big city of Nairobi I felt the warmth and helpfulness of the people of Kenya. 

That is not to say there aren’t some standard traveling rules you should adhere to when traveling ‘anywhere’ – even in the United States - such as not wearing expensive jewelry, flashing your money, not watching your purse or wallet, etc..

The finale of the trip was a Gala dinner and entertainment event at the Carnivore restaurant in Nairobi that evening after the workshop.

Now please don’t misunderstand – No wild game was eaten at the Carnivore. As stated previously it is illegal to kill and eat wild game in Kenya.

There was pre-dinner entertainment at the cocktail party outdoors before dinner with Kenyan dancers, and then we went into a huge tent for a dinner that boggled the mind in its enormity.

While continuous entertainment went on during dinner on-stage, waiters appeared with large skewers of barbequed meats of Beef, Pork, Lamb, Chicken, Sausages, Crocodile, Ostrich and more as they kept coming back and slicing more off as you wanted it.

Then the dancing started as the dessert showed up and everyone was up on stage having the time of their life.

It was a fitting ending to a marvelous trip.

The next day I was due to leave in the evening for home so I took advantage of the day to visit the orphaned elephant and rhino rescue as well as visiting the Rothschild Giraffe Sanctuary.

As the A&K representative, Gathoni, drove me to the airport I was filled with a combination of sadness that I was leaving, but also with awe and wonder of a country I fell in Love with and certainly must return to.

I met new people, saw new cultures and made new friends – all of which I will hold forever in my heart. 

I saw the face of the jungle and it smiled at me.

I saw the face of the people and it made my heart sing with joy.

MAGICAL KENYA

Invigorates your mind

Stirs your soul to dance

Awakens your spirit 

PLEASE TAKE THE TIME TO REVIEW THE PHOTOGRAPHS OF THIS TRIP

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON TRIPS AND TOURS OF KENYA PLEASE CONTACT TOUR & TRAVEL ORGANIZERS LTD – A CERTIFIED KENYA MASTER KATS TRAVEL AGENCY AT

www.tour-travel-organizers.travel (Website)

info@tour-travel-organizers.travel (Email)

+1-925-363-0052 Tel   +1-925-363-0053 Fax

=============================================================

We would like to express our thanks and great appreciation to the Kenya Tourist Board, The Ministry of Tourism and Wildlife and all the sponsors of the American Travel Agents Fam trip for their invitation, help, information, courtesy and warmth.

BASIC SAFARI TIPS FOR TRAVELERS

Insect Repellant with 30% Deet

Sunscreen Lotion

Neutral Color Clothing (tan)

Cotton or breathable fabrics

Quick Drying undergarments – ladies undergarments must be 

hand washed by yourself 

A Camera with at least a telephoto zoom to 200mm – plenty of film or memory cards and batteries

Your Tour operator will also give you excellent clothing and accessory information

A SWAHILI PRIMER

Swahili is the official  language of Kenya

Jambo = Hello

Kwaheri = Goodbye

Habari? = How Are You?

Mzuri = Fine

Asante = Thank You

Ndiyo = Yes

Hapana = No

