THE 2007 AMAZING JOURNEY THROUGH KENYA

As we previously announced, we left San Francisco at the end of October 2007 to embark on a month long tour. 

We spent the first 5 days in Amsterdam relieving ourselves of the jet lag due to the time change. We discovered that Amsterdam is very crowded with about every ethnic group you can think of, but the city itself and the architecture is wonderful to view. We did the usual tourist things like the Van Gogh Museum, canal water tour, and a walking trip through the city including the infamous Red Light District.

We left Amsterdam excited about our upcoming trek into Kenya. As you know, last year I visited Kenya for one week at the behest of the Kenya Tourism Bureau and absolutely fell in love with the country and the people.

So this year I decided to extend our visit to 3 weeks in this amazing country, and to bring my son, Dan, with me so he could see this magical country as well.

The first week we were once again under the auspices of the Kenya Tourism Bureau, and here is how that week went:

We arrived in Kenya on KLM Airline having flown from San Francisco through Amsterdam in Business Class. 

KLM did a great job of providing excellent service, food and video/audio entertainment. 

The ‘new’ business class seats, which unfortunately are not in all their units yet, are very comfortable. On our flight from Amsterdam to Nairobi we were unlucky enough to get the ‘old’ seats. Whoever the engineer was that designed the old seats should have his engineering license taken away from him because he obviously doesn’t have a clue about the human body!

We were met at the airport by the driver from our tour operator, Abercrombie & Kent, and taken to the hotel we had chosen for the first 2 days prior to the KTB Familiarization Tour.

The Stanley Hotel is an excellent hotel located in the heart of the Nairobi business district, and suited us fine so we could wander around some of the shops. 

I especially like shopping at “The Collectors Den” at the Hilton Shopping Arcade because I know I am getting excellent goods at fantastic prices. They are honest and have great integrity, and I recommend them highly. 

Last year I purchased from them an awesome 6ct Tanzanite Gemstone – flawless color/perfect cut at about one-half of USA cost. This year I purchased two beautifully hand-carved wooden pieces and two Maasai spears.

A very wonderful friend from Kenya that I had met on my previous trip took us around Nairobi the day after we arrived. Later in the day she asked if we would like to go to one of the local pubs so we ended up at a place called Juk’s.

Now in Nairobi, a local pub is not like your typical watering hole in the USA. It has a unique atmosphere of friendliness and welcome-ness (make yourself at home).

We were joined by my friend’s brother Bunzo, her cousin Evo, her cousin’s brother, another friend who is a lawyer………and finally by John Niva my good friend and the best guide in Africa – who couldn’t figure out how we ended up at Juk’s!

It was a fabulous time and we dined on fresh made and cooked blood sausage (not for the weak stomached), and nyama choma (Fresh killed and cooked leg of Goat) which was then cut up at the table and served as finger food.

It was the perfect way to start our time in Kenya.

The next day we were transported from the Stanley Hotel to a beautiful property in Nairobi called the ‘House of Waine’ which is an 11-bedroom property on 2.5 acres that blends the elegance of gracious living with the spirit of modern Africa in an exclusive and serene setting. The 11 bedrooms are individually decorated with each bathroom elegantly done in marble.

At the House of Waine we met the other 5 members of our week long Safari trip with the KTB. We were extremely lucky to have Julie Drietz of the KTB USA with us as she was fun to travel with and very easy going and a source of information when needed.

That evening we were invited to a reception at the U.S. Ambassadors residence. At the reception we met other travel agents from the USA who were there for the Fam trip as well as some of the other sponsoring Tour Operators – and members of the US Embassy.

It was a nice evening with great traditional finger food and beverages, and speeches by the Ambassador and members of the Kenya Tour Operators Association.

LEWA DOWNS – rated 5 stars

The following day we were whisked off by Kenya Air to our first stop at Lewa Downs to Abercrombie & Kents mobile Camp site. A mobile camp site is one that is not permanent and must be shut down and moved off leaving the area as pristine as when they arrived.

Being under tent when you are with tour operators like A&K still means luxury. Each tent has 2 beds, flush toilet and hot water showers, and the dining area was separate and under canvas. Each tent had its own camp butler to take care of your every need.

Food, service, and cordiality were right on a par with a 5 star hotel.

The hills are in the heart of the Laikipia region a broad swath of lava plateau that reached the foothills of Mt Kenya on one side and in contrast, the wild deserts of the Northern Frontier District on the other.

Lewa Downs is probably East Africa’s finest conservancy and is home to the Craig family who has been concentrating on the conservation of game and is now one of the country’s great success stories.

They now have over sixty rhino, both black and white on their property as well as a thriving predator population and a plethora of plains game and smaller beasts.

In addition to viewing Elephants, Rhino, Baboons, Antelope of varying types; we had the unique experience of feeding an orphaned white rhino baby. My son also had the unique experience of having a baby rhino get upset with him because unfortunately the bottle of milk ran out while he was feeding her ---- and she let him know just how unhappy she was. It was very funny – to the rest of us!

Mobil camping is a ‘must-do’ to have the real Africa experience!

SABUK LODGE – LAKIPIA – rated 5 stars

After two days at Lewa Downs we were whisked of by Tropic Air to Loisaba Airstrip where we were met and transferred to Sabuk Lodge (a permanent lodge) for the next two nights.

Sabuk lodge is spectacular and is perched high on the banks of the Ewaso Nyiro River, in the Northern Frontier District, overlooking the Laikipia Plateau and Samburu land.

Five open sided cottages, each one unique in design, have ensuite bathrooms with open verandas facing out over the river gorge 150 feet below.

The spacious mess building includes a dining room, lounge and mezzanine library.

This area is the home of the greater Kudu, reticulated giraffe, buffalo, Impala, elephant, Zebra, DikDik, Waterbuck, Lion, Leopard and bird watching.

While at Sabuk we had the fantastic adventure of going on a camel safari. These gentle beasts provide a calm and easy gate while walking, but you must hold on very tight when they are getting ready to stand up or sit down – as one end goes before the other!

We visited a Samburu village for the weekly get together of the young warriors and women where they dance for hours and hours never tiring. The young women love to flirt with the men, and the men, of course, are trying to impress the young women. To show if they are impressed by a woman, the man will touch the top of her head. 

The Samburu are a gentle and very happy people.

Verity, the manager, was always available and doting on her guests making you feel welcome. Food was gourmet and in abundance. The cottages and views unbelievable.

OLONANA CAMP – MAASAI MARA – rated 5 stars

Sadly we left Sabuk after 2 days with our thoughts of the camel ride and the Samburu dancing, and were whisked off by Tropic Air to Camp Olonana on the great Maasai Mara.

Olonana is a permanent tented camp with en-suite bathrooms and showers and is very nicely appointed. It sits right on the banks of the Mara River where you can listen and watch the hippos play in the water right in front of your tent.

Fantastic menu’ed meals and individual camp butlers make the stay perfect along with Minnie’s caring concern about making your stay memorable and happy.

The Maasai Mara boasts the most game in Kenya of every type you can think – and then some – are they are waiting for you to find and see them.

The Wildebeest migration was still going on while we were there, and it is breathtaking to be in the middle of these beasts. Every way you turned all you could see was Wildebeests as far as the eye could see.

Thanks to our amazing driver guide, Joseph, and our A&K guide, John Niva we were able to view:

· A Lion Kill of a Wildebeest

· A cheetah family attack on a Wildebeest herd

· Crocodiles catching Wildebeests crossing the river

· Hippos

· DikDik

· Buffalo

· Antelopes of all kinds

· Gnu’s

· Serval Cats

· Giraffe’s

· Elephants

· Topi

· Eland

· Thomson’s & Grants Gazelle

· And so much more

We spent one of our days on the Maasai Mara from 8AM until 5PM, and had a lunch on the Mara as well.

This was the day we spent 1 ½ hours watching a cheetah family getting ready to go after a baby Wildebeest in the herd. The patience they showed ever moving closer and closer to the herd without being seen, and then to see the amazing speed when they attacked is something I will never forget – and luckily capture on film.

NORFOLK HOTEL – NAIROBI – rated 4 stars

Well after 3 nights at Olonana we were flown back to Nairobi and the Norfolk Hotel to prepare for the evenings Celebration and dinner sponsored by the Kenya Tourism Bureau.

The Norfolk Hotel has been remodeled recently, and is now back to its former glory and I highly recommend it even though it is not close to downtown – which could be good or bad depending on your desire.

BOMAS CULTURAL CENTER GALA CELEBRATION 

& DINNER

The Celebration and dinner was held at the Bomas Cultural Center.

The Bomas Cultural Center is unique in that is has built small villages of every tribal culture in Kenya, and each village has tribal people of that representative tribe.

After partaking in a fermented tribal beverage, we were shown into the various villages where I was taken to the village dancers and participated in their tribal dances. I was told I did a pretty good job – maybe it was the fermented beverage!!!

Then we proceeded to the huge tent where we were greeted by the KTB representatives and outfitted with a traditional Maasai wrap and beaded belt as well as a nice tropical drink.

There was a plethora of entertainment from Kenyan dancers and singers intermixed with a fantastic buffet dinner with all types of ethnic tribal food and drink.

We heard from The Ministry of Tourism and other members of the government and tourism about how tourism from the USA is growing and this year had already reached 85,000 tourists and the expected to go over the 100,000 mark by year end.

This is wonderful to hear, and we hope to add to this in the coming years.

Surprisingly, I was asked to make an impromptu speech about this trip to Kenya and how I feel about Kenya. 

Being the shy and retiring person that I am, I rushed right up to the stage and began to pour my heart out about how much I loved Kenya and especially its people. 

I guess it went over well as many journalists who were there later came and interviewed me.

Then the dancing started, and the Head of Public Relations for the KTB, Rose Kwena, pulled me onto the dance floor where I eventually got nabbed by one of the professional dance entertainers and brought to the center of the circle where she and I danced until I thought my legs would give way. I started wondering if I could make it back to the table!

It was a great first week in Kenya, and my son and I were looking forward to our second week.

AMBOSILI NATIONAL PARK – TORTILIS CAMP – rated 4.5 stars

We were transferred from the Norfolk Hotel to Wilson Airport where we boarded Air Kenya and flew to Amboseli National Park and then driven to Tortilis Camp.

On the way to the camp we saw some Elephants, Giraffe’s and Hippos, and stopped and had some prepared coffee, tea and cookies at a lookout hill which my intrepid athletic son decided to hike to the top of for a view.

It was very dry and dusty, and later we learned from our driver that apparently Ambosili means ‘the dusty place’! During the wet season the entire basin turns into a shallow lake for miles and miles.

The other thing we saw was a Giraffe with a broken leg along the side of the road. Our driver guide advised us that the predators would finish him off that night – which happened as we saw the next day with all the vultures cleaning the bones off. As horrible as that might sound, it is nature’s way of providing and the weak and sick are taken care of this way in the wild.

The Tortilis Camp is a very nice property. It is a permanent tented camp which is well appointed with en-suite bathrooms and showers.

The main house is perched on the top of a look-out hill and each of the 15 accommodation tents down the hill has a view of the plains. Below the main house is also a water hole where the game animals come to in the evening for water.

Two major complaints, and the only reason we did not award 5 stars to this property was:

1. Very impersonal management – hardly knew they were there and the intro to the place left a lot to be desired – like even when the meals were served!!!

2. The hill climb from the tents to the main house is steep, and we heard many older guests (including myself) complaining about having to climb it 5 times a day (3 meals and 2 game drives).

Luckily our driver advised us when we complained about the hill that he would come to our tent and pick us up and bring us back, but no one in management made that known to anyone staying there. A German couple we hooked up with also were having a hard time as the husband had a very bad ankle – in fact was going in for ankle replacement when they returned home ………. But management didn’t seem to care.

We saw a large pride of lions, large herds of elephants, hyena’s, cheetahs, the golden weaver bird, green grass snakes, giraffes, vultures, eagles, and so much more.

The views of Mt Kilimanjaro were awesome and spectacular sitting 19,340 feet above sea level.

SAMBURU GAME RESERVE – LARSEN CAMP –

rated 5 stars

Once again we took to the skies after 2 nights at Tortilis Camp and flew via Air Kenya to the Samburu Game Reserve where we were then driven to Larsens Camp.

Larsen Camp is a luxurious permanent tented camp sitting on the banks of the Uaso Nyiro river in the heart of the game reserve.

Monkeys abound throughout the camp, and a young Samburu warrior was at the meals playing a flute and chasing the monkeys away.

At this point, after being on the Mara, the only animal we still had not seen was a leopard.

The first game ride out that evening we spotted a leopard and I managed to get some nice shots - with no help from our driver who seemed more interested in speaking on his radio to other game drivers out in the bush. 

Our driver paid no attention to our wishes and barely managed to hold the vehicle still so we could shoot our photos. He was the worst of all the game driver/guides we had on the trip, and later when we checked the map we saw that he kept us in a very small area of this wonderful game reserve.

The other animal we saw was the giraffe-necked gerenuk antelope that stands on its hind legs to feed on the tops of the bushes.

Larsens Camp manager, Mike Morris, was very amiable and doted on making our stay pleasant and enjoyable (Tortilis take note!). This is a keynote to an enjoyable stay.

Meals and accommodations were superb.

LAMU – MANDA BAY – rated 5+ stars

Once again Air Kenya lifted us to the clouds and landed us on the coast at Lamu.

Hats off to the owners who were not only hospitable but a lot of fun to be around. It was like being at home …. Except better.

Manda Bay is one of those resorts you see in the travel magazines and you ‘wish you were there’…… well we were there.

Beautiful native cottages all on the beach facing the water wonderfully appointed with large bathrooms and showers.

All the amenities you could ask for:

· Swimming pool

· Sandy beaches

· Water skiing

· Water boarding

· Tube rides

· Ping pong

· Billiards

· Fishing Trips

· Flying trips

· Sailing

· Snorkeling

· Scuba Diving

Dinners were mainly seafood since we were on the Indian Ocean, and typically served at a long table on the beach by candlelight where the owners mixed everyone up so you got a chance to meet everyone staying there.

One evening it was separate tables on the beach by candlelight!

Here I was in the most romantic place I could think of – having dinner on the beach by candlelight ….. and I’m with my son!!!! Something was wrong with that picture.

My son water-skied, we both went snorkeling and we both went for a days sail on a 40 foot dhow where they actually barbequed a great lunch for us.

We certainly didn’t want to leave, but after a hug and a kiss from one of the lovely owners we were ferried back to Lamu and to the airport for our flight back to Nairobi where we would begin the final chapter of our journey through Kenya.

THE FINAL CHAPTER – WEEK THREE –

see ratings in story

Well this is where the fun really begins for my son and I. This was our opportunity to get out on our own basically without guides and off to an area of Kenya that many do not bother to go see.

Before leaving we spent the night at the Stanley Hotel. In the morning we had our rental car (a 4X4 Mitsubishi SUV) delivered to the hotel by Avis Car Rental, and off we went heading towards the city of Nyeri.

Considering that in Kenya they drive on the left side of the road, and that the traffic is horrendous - with no thought to lights or signs (unless a cop was at the intersection) - we were smart enough to have a friend drive the vehicle to outside the city.

The public cabs are a real trip to watch. They will drive on the sidewalks with people jumping to get out of the way and push and shove their way through traffic. There are many police stops on the roads where primarily they pull over the public taxis and buses to check everyone’s papers. We were never pulled over. One thing we never saw even in this melee of traffic – road rage – everyone was calm and peaceful.

Once outside the city my son, Dan, took over the driving and did so well that 5 days later when we returned he drove all the way into Nairobi and back to the hotel.

When we reached Nyeri we checked into the Outspan Hotel. This was a terrible disappointment for such a wonderful property. The Outspan has “outlasted” its prime days. It has been let go and not taken care of with leaking plumbing, mold and peeling paint in the rooms. Dead bugs all over the rooms (I suppose that is better than live ones!), and in one room that we had they had bolted the shower closed and the shower in the bath spewed water all over the bathroom.

We had confirmed reservations for a cottage but they did not have one for us on the first night. The second night we had a cottage, but when I pulled the covers on my bed back there were dead bugs in the bedding.

The third night we stayed there was a different cottage which at least did not have any dead bugs!

The breakfasts they served were not bad but way under the class we had at the other places we stayed.

My friend’s family who lived in Nyeri treated us like part of the family, fed us well and made us feel like home.

I also had the privilege to meet my friend’s 105 year old grandmother. She served us bananas from her tree and wanted to change clothes when I asked to take her picture.

She decided I was Muzungu (white Kikuyu), but she said I could keep my name. If I married a Kikuyu woman then I would become Kenya Kikuyu and could still keep my name. She was an amazing woman, and to think about all the changes she has seen in her years boggles the mind. At 105 she stated that the next time I came for a visit that I must spend the night in her house – so that when she visits me in America then she could stay at my house. She also said she could find me a Kikuyu woman to marry!

We drove another day to Sweetwater Tented Camp (5 stars) in Nanyuki in the Mt. Kenya region and the four of us spent the night there.

While there we also visited the Chimpanzee Rescue where I adopted Tess – a rescued chimpanzee.

My friend took us to tour a large rose plantation and we got to see every aspect of rose growing and exporting. After the tour, the owner took us to the local country club for lunch.

The following day her father took us to a coffee plantation owned and operated by his friend, and we also got to see that entire operation.

Dole operates pineapple farms up in that area, and they are so sweet and delicious – the pineapples not Dole!

I got the opportunity to watch my friend’s mother make chapati which is a Kenyan delicacy similar to a tortilla. I’ve got the recipe so now I need to try to make it.

All too soon it was time to leave and go back to Nairobi to catch our flight back to San Francisco. We had a long layover in Amsterdam but the flight itself was excellent by KLM.

MY THOUGHTS

Well I guess it is time to admit it – I’M IN LOVE!!!!!

No No – not with a person, but with a culture, a people, a country.

Kenya grabbed my heart last year, but this year it captured my heart completely.

I felt for the animals, and was tearfully grateful to see them in their natural habitat and happy to know this wonderful country was dedicated to protecting them.

The Masaii, the Kikuyu, The Samburu and every other person I met were warm and gentle to me and welcomed me into their world.

The geography was breathtaking and both Mt Kenya and Mt Kilimanjaro were truly storybook pictures.

I was so happy that I brought my son with me to see this wonderful part of the world, and to have the opportunity to meet the people that make up this world so he can understand the need to travel and see the world and its people.

They are in the closing days of electing a new president, and it seems that every man and woman is very involved in knowing what these politicians are doing. If only the people of America took their politics this seriously we might have good and decent government representatives.

The Kenya world is slowly changing. As the economy increases and education takes hold this will change Kenya and all of Africa.

This is neither bad nor good as my Masaii friend told me – “it is the way of life”.

I thank everyone who befriended us on this trip, and there were many. 

I must also specifically thank certain people and groups who really made it a trip of a lifetime for me:

John Niva of Abercrombie & Kent – and the best guide in Africa

Gathoni Gatimu – truly a very special friend for life

The Gatimu Family for making us feel like part of their family

Everyone at the Kenya Tourism Bureau

Joseph – our guide in the Mara who saw and recognized my deep love and respect for the animals
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