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Article 1 

 

Zimbabwe, Mana Pools: A game park where guests can walk among the 
wildlife 

Brain researchers say that when death is near your life may flash before your eyes. Your life 
history – all the precious little moments – will explode like tiny video grabs since the part 
of the brain which stores memories is last to be affected as other functions fail. 

I'd counter that – when death seems not only possible, but probable, there's no time to 
think of anything at all. There's just brainlessness … complete and total imbecility. 

Here, on this obscenely hot afternoon, my guide has gambled that a pride of lions has no 
energy to attack, so we're circling a dozy male. We're 25 metres away from his resting place 
in the shade when two lions charge from the undergrowth, cartwheeling in a mock wrestle. 
When they see us I'm not sure who's most startled. They stop their fight and stare, every 
sinew of muscle poised to attack. 

Here – on foot as we are, and barely 15 metres away – we're exposed. In these milliseconds 
I don't even think to stand behind the guide and his rifle. And then, finally, the male relaxes 
his shoulders and turns his gaze away – we're safe. 

"If they charged," the guide tells me. "We were dead. There's no way I could've got my gun 
to my shoulder, got the safety [catch] off and squeezed the trigger." 

Death by big game attack is rare but still a risk and this game park sets itself apart from all 
others by allowing visitors to walk around on foot, even without a guide. Wildlife in other 
parks in southern Africa will typically move away if humans get out of a vehicle and try to 
approach on foot. Here, however, the animals have become more accustomed to it, which 
means visitors can get closer to big game than at any other park in Africa. Think of this, 
then, as the Galapagos Islands of game parks. 

For those who thought they'd done safaris, walking here among big game will change the 
way you think about an African vacation. As author Dick Pitman writes in Wild Places of 
Zimbabwe: "Down here, the wilderness still rules and man must obey it to survive." 

If Mana Pools were in any other southern African country, it would boast the world-wide 
kudos of Kenya's Masai Mara Reserve or Tanzania's Serengeti. A World Heritage site since 
1984, it's spread across the flat floor of the Zambezi Valley flanked by the fast-flowing 



waters of the Zambezi River and the high escarpment ranges across the river in Zambia. 
Because of its relative obscurity, and probably because many travellers remain cautious 
about visiting Zimbabwe, I'm the only guest in camp when I arrive via Cessna from Harare. 

John's Camp, where I've touched down, is run by one of southern Africa's best-known big 
game guides, Rhodesian War veteran John Stevens. It's here where Zambian-born 
best-selling author Wilbur Smith researched his novels, detailing dynasties of big game 
hunters and basing some of his most enduring characters on Stevens himself. 

Stevens is away on business, so guide David Amyot shows me around camp. "You're lucky 
you weren't here last night, no-one got any sleep," he says by way of introduction. "Lions 
were having sex right outside my tent. Every 15 minutes for eight hours [lions can mate up 
to 100 times a day, for five days straight]." 

My tent is set up to look across the flood plains of the Zambezi, where elephant and buffalo 
feed. "If you hear drums, stay in your tent," Amyot warns. "It means there are lions in 
camp." 

After seeing out the hottest hours on a day-bed in a treehouse, Amyot gets me set for my 
first big game walk. He'll lead – holding his vintage Rigby rifle – with a local guide behind 
me. 

"Stay right behind me and never run," he cautions. And I see that this is like no game drive 
I've done. We're not the ones doing the hunting; it's we who are being hunted. Every rustle 
in the bush is an elephant cow ready to gore me; every bird in a tree, a lion ready to pounce. 
Nothing focuses the mind quite like the realisation that you no longer stand on top of the 
food chain. 

We walk by elephants and Amyot whispers that this herd aren't a threat but warns 
elephants are our biggest threat. "Look at their tails, completely limp," he says. "They go 
stiff, watch out." We pass by lions and buffalo, predators we have no right, surely, to walk 
among. As the sun loses its sting, offering a softness to the landscape, I start to feel 
comfortable, confident almost – like I'm one of the heroes of Smith's novels. 

Next stop takes me to the banks of the Zambezi where a safari tent is set up metres from the 
river. This creates unique issues, such as Mitch. A resident hippo – Africa's deadliest animal 
– Mitch has taken to roaming freely through camp of late. "But he chases the lions away," 
I'm told. 

While I can walk with animals here, I'm keen to try an activity difficult to access anywhere 
else. I'll be paddling a two-man kayak down a river infested with Nile crocodiles (the 
second-largest, and second-most-aggressive, crocodile behind our own salt-water 
variety) and hippos. 

Because hippos can sleep under the water, it's important we strike our kayaks with our 
paddles as we journey downstream to wake them up. If a hippo is woken and gets a fright, 
they'll likely up-end us. Though I'm warned it's the crocs we should be more cautious of 
and that they'll be the ones to finish us off. 

My guide, JK, shows me the .357 pistol he has in a holster, and tells me not to put my hands 
in the river. 

It's as pretty as it is treacherous out here on the Zambezi and the mountains lining the 
horizon look closer now with the crispness of the evening light. 

Each time a hippo is startled, it thrusts its body above the water with an almighty splash, 
then stays up, its eyes on us. As we get close to camp, JK looks nervous. He has seen a hippo 
go underwater, but hasn't seen it rise. "Come on, where are you big boy?" he shouts. But it 



doesn't attack us – and as it was with the startled lions, I know I could be dead, but I'm sure 
happy that I'm not. 

In Mana Pools, you really need not go looking for trouble … trouble comes to you. An hour's 
drive away from the Zambezi, big game congregate at one of the only waterholes this far 
from the river, desperate to drink. Beside it is Kanga Camp, where guests can watch animals 
from a lounge area within a camp set on a platform. Armchair safari is what they call this, 
it's an eon away from the constant adrenalin of the walking safari, but at night leopards 
come right into camp, and by day you won't see too many more elephants this close 
anywhere in Africa. 

I'm at the platform one evening watching leopards drink from the waterhole when a 
gigantic bull elephant barges through camp, and stops to drink from the plunge pool beside 
me. Our guide tells me to wade into the water slowly. The bull drops his trunk into the water 
beside me, and takes it back to his mouth. He could kill me with an almighty swing of that 
trunk … but he doesn't. 

When I leave, I join a game drive in a more popular game park, outside Zimbabwe. I'm 
aboard a Land Cruiser, and my fellow passengers are comparing the size of their lenses – 
and which of the Big Five they've crossed off their bucket list. They're ordering the driver 
around like he's their personal chauffeur, desperate for the next great wildlife photo. As I 
hear them talk, I think about what the Lonely Planet calls safari fatigue, and I long to be 
back on foot: one of the hunted, not another over-pampered hunter. 
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Ship to shore in splendid isolation in Tasmania's wild southwest 
 

Skipper Pieter van der Woude says we don’t have to go by any set 

itinerary down here; he’d sooner we ran on wind, weather and tide. I’m 

up for heeding his advice, for you won’t find a more experienced Southern 

Ocean boatie. He's been plying these unholy waters since he first came 

here to dive for abalone three decades or so ago. He knows in this part of 

Australia, you go where Mother Nature allows  – or you suffer what she 

hurls back. 

That’s why we’re making a run for it, through a 70-metre-long sea cave 

hollowed out over millions of years of pounding by giant ocean swells. 

We’re on a tender that barely fits through, but van der Woude times it 

just right and while there are splashes – I swear I even see sparks – his 

stoic expression doesn’t change for a second. 



“Rare you get the ocean this calm, so you make the most of it,” he says, 

as we emerge. Above us a wedge-tailed eagle chases a white-bellied sea 

eagle across a clear blue sky. “See those?” he points to the quartzite cliffs 

rising 12 metres above us. “You see waves coming right over the top. I 

know blokes who’ve been around Cape Horn [the infamously nasty 

southern tip of South America]; they reckon that’s got nothing on down 

here.” 

There’s few more genuine wilderness areas left on earth than Port Davey 

and Bathurst Harbour, here within south-west Tasmania’s Wilderness 

World Heritage Area. The only way in is to walk (there’s not a single road) 

– along the 85-kilometre South Coast track  or the 70-kilometre Port 

Davey track – or to fly. 

Should you be the type with the means to fly in, bear in mind you will 

have to stay in basic dorm rooms with bunks, or pitch your own tent. The 

only luxury digs down here are on our vessel, the Odalisque, a 

custom-built 20-metre-long abalone boat Odalisque, a custom-built 

20-metre-long abalone boat with the park’s only on-water accommodation 

permit. 

Van der Woude’s been bringing the Odalisque down here every January 

since 2015 – chancing what the Roaring Forties can heave at him on a 

day-long run from Hobart. He stays until May, taking out a maximum of 

six guests (or 10 if guests are on a private charter and don’t mind the 

closer quarters) on four, five or seven-day expeditions through a water 

system in Australia three times the size of Sydney Harbour. 

There’s only three double cabins on board, so the skipper and guide sleep 

on couches in the dining room (be mindful should you rise early in the 

morning). Meals, including gourmet picnics on deserted beaches, are 

prepared by chefs requisitioned from Hobart’s finest restaurants, but 

luxury Odalisque-style comes not from bespoke furnishings but from the 

fact the only company you’ll have all week are a couple of lobster 

fishermen far too busy to wave back. 



“You want isolation, you come here,” says guide Peter Mooney, former 

general manager of Tasmania Parks and  Wildlife Service. “It hasn’t 

changed a bit since I first came in 1979.” 

Arriving by propeller plane a few days earlier, I land on an airstrip built 

from crushed quartz rock. This is Melaleuca – a former tin-mining 

settlement which marks the start (or end) of the South Coast and Port 

Davey tracks. I’m surprised by what’s around me.  I expected endless 

forest, instead I’m dwarfed by mountain ranges, steep valleys and the 

sort of barren moors you’d expect in Scotland. 

It’s this ruggedness that saved the region from settlement, although a 

young Melburnian set out in 1942 to create a city for displaced Jewish 

refugees here, even securing the permission of the Tasmanian premier. 

They found him months later dead in his tent – the starkest illustration, 

surely, of the region’s brutality. Come winter, even Parks and Wildlife 

officers clear out. 

We’re taken by tender along tributaries that feed into Bathurst Harbour. 

The water’s the colour of Coca-Cola, thanks to tea-tree tannin. Because 

it's so dark, beneath us there are deep-sea creatures you can usually only 

find 200 metres below the ocean surface. 

Odalisque is moored in a bay beneath one of the tallest mountains, Mt 

Rugby. There’s no other boat for 100 kilometres. In the evenings there’s 

utter silence as I sit on the top deck, staring at stars and planets naked 

without the pollution and man-made light that normally cloaks them. 

It’s not just the weather and tide that dictate itineraries, it’s us. Daily 

schedules are decided democratically, although there are some 

adventures van der Woude says we shouldn’t forgo. One of those is Spain 

Bay, near the entrance to Bathurst Harbour. We drop onto a pretty 

horseshoe bay to hike a tough, boggy trail through buttongrass moorland. 

We pass wombats and Bennett's wallabies and march along a 4 

kilometre-long beach flanked by sand dunes 50 metres high, home to one 

of the largest Aboriginal middens in Australia. 



This was summer camp, in a village of thatched tea-tree bark huts, for 

the local Needwonnee people, who survived here for 30,000 years. 

“Hell of a view,” Mooney says, as he stares at ancient whale and seal 

bones, and hundreds of years of discarded abalone, scallop and periwinkle 

shells. “There’s probably been about 20 people on this beach all summer.” 

We time our climb, between crashing waves, around a headland to rock 

pools on the point. Van der Woude strips down to his Speedos, slips on a 

pair of pink washing-up gloves and dives into the water with a mask. He’s 

up 20 seconds later, bull kelp wrapped round his head, and a southern 

rock lobster in his hands. 

“That’s a Tasmanian for you,” Mooney says. 

Days pass like this, as we meander from bay to bay. Some days the 

Roaring Forties live up to their name and we must take shelter behind the 

Breaksea Islands. At the entrance to the harbour, they provide such a 

good buffer that early explorers missed it altogether. 

Other days, there’s barely a zephyr and we head out into the more open 

waters of Port Davey, which stretch inland northwards for 20 kilometres. 

There are forests of sassafras and some of the oldest huon pines on earth 

by the water’s edge, in landscape so wild the Tasmanian tiger, the 

thylacine, was thought to still roam here long after it was declared extinct 

in 1936. 

In four days, I see three boats. It’s only April but sailors must already be 

nervous about what the Antarctic might throw this way. The only 

company we have are seal pups, which take to playing round our tender. 

We climb a mountain one day – a six-kilometre return trek not for the 

faint of heart. On other days, we linger long over champagne picnics on 

beaches where we swim to clear our heads. 

And then I leave – by propeller plane delayed by a nasty cold front – and 

45 minutes later Hobart’s benign urban sprawl sweeping into view below 

me is such a contrast after the wilderness, it might as well be Mexico City. 



 
 

 
 
 
Article 3 
 
Chiloe, Chile: South America's island of millennia-old myths and 
traditions 
There were 5000-square-metre plots of Chiloe for sale in the Wall Street Journal the day I 

arrived on the island. No-one was revealing the price; but according to locals, and 

assuming they weren't telling porkies, they were likely to cost three times more than they 

did this time last year. 

I tried to imagine Wall Street types creating their second life here among farmers and 

fishermen who believe that a goblin called Trauco attracts single women into the forest and 

impregnates them (thus explaining any unwanted pregnancy on Chiloe); or that a ghost 

ship called El Caleuche sails off the coast of Chiloe, kidnapping men then returning them 

next morning (thus explaining why a man might not have made it home to his wife at 

night). 

Someone's selling bite-sized chunks of Chiloe to burnt-out billionaires looking for a quiet 

life, but I wonder if Wall Street knows Chiloe is one of the Southern Hemisphere's most 

mysterious pockets, populated by people who live by myths and legends. 

Have you even heard of it? All but a handful of Australian travellers rush right past it in 

their dash to Torres Del Paine National Park from Chile's capital, Santiago. Perhaps that's 

because Chiloe's not actually part of the Chilean mainland and until recently there was no 

way to get there except by boat … and that's how the locals preferred it. 

I get to Chiloe in under 90 minutes from Santiago. Locals have been fighting a bridge 

connecting it to the mainland for 47 years, but someone built an airport. There's little 

written about Chile's second largest island in Australian publications, but I know Charles 

Darwin was so fascinated by it that he wrote an entire book about it; and that Chilotes are so 

fiercely independent they resisted joining the newly independent Chile for eight years. 

Life looks decidedly agricultural here; a farmer shepherds a small flock of sheep across a 

dirt road in front of me. The island is a patchwork of green and calico pastures, and potato 

plantations, flanked by the Andes, and an archipelago of 40-or-so islands in the Sea Of 

Chiloe. My hotel, Tierra Chiloe, is built on a slope where horses feed, above a bay. When the 

tide runs out, locals gather seaweed to sell at market; when it's up, fishermen launch old 

wooden boats. I'm one of nine guests at the 24-room hotel. 



Tourism numbers are increasing on Chiloe. Many come for its 16 World Heritage-listed 

wooden churches, particularly through the warmer summer months, but guide Javier Mozo 

tells me we won't see another tourist wherever we choose to go. 

"In Torres Del Paine [national park], there are always crowds," he says. "In Chiloe, there 

are always sheep." 

He tells me nowhere is as lonely as Chiloe's Pacific Coast: a place of near-impassable 

Valdivian rainforest, buffeted by the gigantic waves of the Southern Ocean, where cattle 

trails take hikers through farms and along coastline from which souls leap from in their 

journey to the next world. 

We leave next morning, driving across green valleys where sheep graze. We hit the coast, 

where the air's thick with salt spray. The road ends where the tide rushes into a pretty bay. 

Thorns scratch at my face as I mistime my walk across a black-sand beach; Darwin warned 

of the dangers here: "… As for the woods," he wrote. "I shall never forget or forgive them; 

my face, hands and shinbones all bear witness to what maltreatment I have received in 

simply trying to penetrate into their forbidden recesses." 

As I climb to my first viewpoint, I watch gigantic waves crash on pulverised sea stacks, 

squeezing through sea caves created by million of years of abuse. Beyond the whitewash, 

sea lions and otters swim. We're high up on sea cliffs here, staring down across a coastline 

as arresting as Kauai's world-famous Napoli Coast. But here, there's no-one. 

"I've never seen another hiker on this trail," Mozo says "Just locals on horses who come to 

pick seaweed". We trudge through one of the world's only temperate rainforests, green 

with 15 types of endemic fern, populated by animals named by Darwin. I shelter in here 

when it rains; this is one of the world's wettest places and  "… nothing but an amphibious 

animal could tolerate the climate," Darwin wrote. It's slippery as I skate down narrow 

ravines between seaside mountains in gumboots. It's with relief that I reach the black sand 

of a tiny bay, where wild waves run right to my feet, and the skeletons of old wooden boats 

lie rotting in the dunes as eagles and turkey vultures circle above. 

A salty sea dog called Alfonso picks us up in a motor boat where the river meets the beach at 

Chepu, transporting us past a wooden wharf built on top of the cliffs to the south (called 

The Wharf Of Souls, it's where the departed sail for their next voyage). I ask Mozo if Alfonso 

believes in El Caleuche, and Trauco, and witches and goblins. Mozo translates: "He says, 'of 

course he does'." 

Chiloe's east coast is the calm to the west coast's storm. It's where Darwin preferred to 

linger, near an inland sea of islands where Chilotes have lived, mostly at peace, for 

millennia. Tierra Chiloe looks out across these islands – and so they're easy to access with 

the hotel's old timber cruiser, Williche. We steam off with Austral dolphins surfing the bow 

waves, orca occasionally come here to feed, while pygmy blue whales linger in narrow 

fiords between islands. We pass fleets of bright-coloured fishing boats, and anchor off 



islands that are home to tiny communities of farming families. On Chelin, we climb the bell 

tower of the tiny village's 17th-century Jesuit church, careful not to sound the bells that call 

the 150-or-so villagers to meetings. The ceilings of these World-Heritage-listed churches 

are built like upside-down boats, because the best carpenters in town were always the boat 

builders. Locals tend to plots of potatoes, and corral sheep between pastures. 

Other islands I can reach by car ferries that carry just a handful of cars. Despite the 

reputation Chilotes have for introversion, I'm invited into their farms for meals, such as 

Curanto – a feast of chicken, mussels, potato, clams and fish cooked over hot rocks in a pit 

dug in the dirt. On horse rides I meander through tiny villages where children rush from 

school yards to greet me. My presence feels like a novelty: for five days I see almost no 

other travellers. Instead, on excursions I connect with communities of farmers and 

fishermen, gaining insight into their superstitions, and the hold they have over their lives 

(every fishing day, for instance, is dictated by the mood of the spirit La Pincoya who 

determines if the fish will bite). In cities such as Castro I feel invisible as I watch life play 

out around me in bustling fish markets, and on narrow streets beside the colourful palafito 

stilt houses which line the water. 

In some towns, such as Dalcahue, I see new B&Bs, and cafes and restaurants; and tourists in 

the streets. But Chiloe – for now, at least – allows travellers an insight into an ancient place 

ruled by millennia-old myths and the traditions of its indigenous Mapuche people. Tourism 

has a habit of making destinations comply with the sensibilities of our modern world, but 

on Chiloe, it's still okay to believe in things that can't be Googled. 

 


