


stopping to cook breakfast back on the Zambia
riverbank. | sat watching a Pied kingfisher hovering
then diving to catch its breakfast of fish whilst yet
another pod of hippos was grunting away merrily in
the background. The real stars of this trip had to be
the elephants. On the first day we had sneaked up
into the long grass to get close to these enormous
beasts and today we were treated to the sight of
them splashing and swimming in the river. Again we
managed to get up quite close to them, but one large
mother took offence to us getting too close to her
family and stared to charge towards us. This is when |
got to put my newly found canoe skills into practice,
my reverse J stroke (which | had learnt only a couple
of weeks earlier) was certainly put to use! However, as
| was franticly paddling away our river guide TK stood
up in the back of his canoe, held up his hand and

shouted 'stop’at the elephant which had her ears out,
trunk raised, was bellowing, and charging towards us-

then he also made a hasty retreat!

All too soon we reached our get out. | could
have quite happily spent a few more days paddling
on this fantastic river with its abundant wildlife.
Whilst the boats were being loaded ready to shuttle
back to the campsite, we relaxed in a swimming
pool which overlooked the spot where the
elephants were pulling down trees just next to our
get out. Apparently they pull the braches off the
trees before eating the leaves so that the tree does
not have time to synthesise bitter tannins in
response to the damage.

Temptation Below the Fall

The rest of our holiday included such highlights as
tracking wild rhinos on foot, a night drive in the
Kafue national park in an open topped 4x4 with
lionesses all around and only ten feet away from a
male lion crunching on the bones of the antelope

he was eating (that was scary). Then discovering
leopard footprints in the camp when we get up. And

of course there was Victoria Falls with a free day for
optional activities. ...

My boat of choice is usually somewhat smaller
than an open canoe, and there is an interesting
gorge to paddle just below the Victoria Falls. | will be
honest and say that | had originally not considered
the possibility of kayaking the Zambezi Gorge as |
had only just had a shoulder operation when we
booked the holiday, but as September approached
and my confidence in my fitness improved, | did
begin to think that { would probably only get the
one chance to give it a go.

We arrived at Victoria Falls late in the afternoon
with just enough time for a good look around before
the sun went down. There was certainly plenty of

water, and we could see the rapid under the bungee
jumping bridge, it looked like a nice wave train, but
we were a long way up...Later that evening we went
to the booking office in the campsite in order for

everyone to book the activities they wanted for the
next day. | was all sorted having booked in advance

but lan surprised me by booking on a kayaking trip
(under his own free will) on the Upper Zambezi as
well as a microlight flight over Victoria Falls.

Into the Gorge

The next morning the guys from kayak the Zambezi.
com arrived at the campsite to pick me up and | was
introduced to Tristan who was to be my guide for
the day (who was the same age as my son). After
sorting the equipment we climbed down to the
bottom of the gorge to the get on where the rafts
were also getting sorted for their trip. We were to go
on ahead so that we were clear of most of them. |
then got into the boat that | had never paddled
before and looked at the first rapid, No.1: Against
the Wall. There was only one way to find out if me
and the boat were as one, and that was to ferry
glide across the wave train to avoid the cushion
wave against the wall. With some apprehension |

gritted my teeth and went for it knowing that | was
being watched by all the rafters who were preparing

for their trips!

Luckily the boat felt fine and all was well, so after
tightening up the back strap a bit more, off we went
down the rapid No. 2 'The Bridge’ which was under
the bridge that the bungee jumpers launch
themselves off (too scary for me!). | had seen these
two rapids the previous day whilst walking around
the falls and they were fun, just larger than | was used
to. Tristan was great at explaining in a few words the
line down each rapid and | followed him knowing he
was there to fish me out if required. The first real taste
of what the Zambezi had to offer was rapid No.4
‘Morning Glory. | came through it thinking ‘Oh my
God what have | let myself into’and glad that there
was time to get my breath back between rapids!

As we approached No. 5 'Stairway to Heaven,
Tristan asked me if | wanted to get out and have a
look as this was ‘a big one’and there was the option
to portage. | had seen some youtube footage of this

rapid and knew that it was a big, steep wave, but it
was the one wave | really wanted to paddle. So after

some instruction on which way to paddle, | followed
him over a very ominous horizon line. Wow, a
beautiful clean, steep, green tongue gave a fantastic
ride down into a crashing, boiling, seething, chaotic
mass of white waves and holes. | was flipped over
and rolled up, | felt like a very small leaf in a storm,
the only clue | had of where | was in three
dimensions was if | could breathe air or not.

Eventually | managed to spot down river and
paddled as hard as | could in the right direction to
come out at the bottom of the rapid. Still at one
with my boat - all those years of chucking myself
into Hurley Weir had paid off! | was grinning from
ear to ear, and my heart was pounding. This had to
be the best ride ever.

Non-stop Thrills
There was still plenty of action to come with No. 6
'Devil Toilet Bow!’ which had some big, powerful,

whirlpools and boils - | was getting used to going
round and round when caught in one of the many

whirlpools which appeared out of nowhere. No. 7
‘Gullivers Travels’ was approaching next and | knew
this was the most technical rapid {excluding No. 9)
and had not been sure before | got on the river
whether | would paddile this rapid. | was pleased
with how | was paddling and Tristan was happy for
me to tackle it, so after going over the line a couple
of times, off we went. | am only a wee lass and had
to paddle very hard to make these lines, but just at
the end of the rapid the edge of the hole caught my
back end and had me over, but | was soon up again
and out the bottom. Again | was over then moon at
having been able to paddle such a great rapid. This
was fun, but boy was it hard work!

The river does not give up and the following
rapids were all amazing in their own way. We did
portage No. 9'Commercial Suicide’ - as this was one
you did not want to swim on, but it did provide a
rare opportunity for a photo. | was far too busy
paddling to get my camera out the rest of the time.
By the time we paddled No. 14 the power of the
water was starting to take its toll and after half a
dozen attempts my roll failed me at the end of the
rapid and | had my first OBE (out of boat
experience). However, | had managed the biggest
and best of the rapids in one piece, so | was not too

disappointed.
A Great Finish

We found a spot for funch a bit further down the river
and enjoyed a burger and a drink in the hot sun. It
was a rare opportunity to stop and look around at the
stunning scenery in this deep gorge and remind
yourself what an incredible place we were in. There
were still more fantastic rapids, all with great names
such as'The Terminators'and ‘Oblivion’ At one point
we were on a great bouncy wave train when a hole
opened up under Tristan, pulled down the back of his
boat, sucked him under and than spat him out upside
down. Whilst he pulled a few play moves |
concentrated on staying upright. | had a couple more
OBEs, but that was OK ‘cos | came up smiling holding
on to all of my gear - so Tristan was happy! | was





















