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malawi is that little secret country 
virtually unknown to tourists, a slender 
slice of landscape replete with lush tropi-
cal valleys, soaring highlands and Africa’s 
most gorgeous freshwater lake. But how 
is this hidden gem, wedged into Africa’s 
ancient, 6,000-kilometre Great Rift Valley, 
not overrun by visitors? Malawi is not a 
wealthy country but it has riches aplenty.

It is no cliché to pronounce the grace-
ful Malawians the friendliest of people. 
Even their language, Chichewa, sounds 
melodious, like water flowing. On arrival, 
we instantly feel welcomed, a mood that 
stays with us during our 11-day Robin 
Pope Malawi Route safari whose maxim 
is: “Just because you’re on safari, you 
don’t have to rough it.” 

We begin at Mkulumadzi Lodge in 
southern Malawi’s Majete Wildlife Re-
serve, travel north to the lush, elephant-
rich floodplains of the Liwonde National 

Park and Mvuu Lodge, and end at Pu-
mulani Lodge on glittering Lake Malawi, 
David Livingstone’s “lake of stars”. The 
safari’s common denominator is the Shire 
River, which drains Lake Malawi and is a 
tributary of the majestic Zambezi. All our 
lodges are luxurious water lodges – set 
either on river or lake. Our Mkulumadzi 
guide Samuel collects us from Blantyre, 
Malawi’s second largest city, for the drive 
off the Shire Highlands into the lush Shire 
Valley where the river, a magnet to game 
and birdlife, glides serpent-like.

In 2011, Dutch-owned Robin Pope 
Safaris built Mkulumadzi, an exclusive, 
solar-powered lodge on a 7,000-hectare 
private concession in the 70,000-hectare 
Majete, one of Malawi’s largest protected 
areas and a Big Five reserve of Miombo 
woodland and river valleys. On the way 
in we spot buffalo and elephant, and 
strain to glimpse black rhino, leopard or

Sandwiched between tanzania, MozaMbique and zaMbia,  
Malawi iS a SMall Strip of land aS yet untouched by the booMing  

touriSt trade of itS neighbourS. Alison Stewart and Rob Mills  
found beautiful landScapeS, curiouS wildlife and africa’S  

friendlieSt people in thiS hidden corner.

The land of the lake
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newborn lion cubs. The lodge approach 
is not for suspension footbridge pho-
bics – after a bouncy traverse across 
the Mkulumadzi River, accomplished 
chef Guy greets us with his delicious 
iced Rooibos tea. We meet the charm-
ing Emma later. She and husband Chris 
manage the lodge but Chris has ma-
laria, a warning to visitors to take their 
anti-malarials.

Mkulumadzi’s eight enormous solar-
powered chalets are set along rapids at 
the confluence of the Shire and Mkulu-
madzi rivers, a few kilometres above the 
Kapichira Falls which famously stopped 
Livingstone in his search for a trade route. 
The sound of the water is a constant. Our 
chalet, Leadwood, named for the large 
tree shading our viewing deck, is frankly 
beautiful. It curves into the landscape, 
open to the environment and river, its 
sloping roof planted with insulating in-
digenous succulents and shrubs. The net-
draped king bed dominates the spacious 
living quarters, elegantly decorated in 
shades of caramel and stone. An ingen-

On the way we spot buffalo and elephant, and strain to glimpse 
black rhino, leopard or newborn lion cubs.

Recommended 
Reading

Jungle Lovers by Paul Theroux / 
Houghton Mifflin Co
Theroux was thrown out of  the Peace 
Corps for his part in a coup in Malawi 
in 1964 and the novel fictionalises the 
violence, zeal and ambition of  the time.

Books

ious “breeze bed” cooling system operates 
within the mosquito net. Our bathroom 
has a sunken bath, double basins and out-
door rain shower overlooking the river. 

Lazy days in Leadwood appeal but 
Samuel tempts us with day and night 
game drives, boating and birding safa-
ris, bush walks, Kapichira Falls trips, 
cultural tours and river sundowners 
overlooking the far Rift ranges. We fare-
well Mkulumadzi, more knowledgeable 
thanks to Samuel and our waistlines ex-
panding from lavish repasts at the main 
lodge’s shaded riverview terrace, regu-
larly visited by game.

It’s four hours north to Wilderness 

Safaris’ lovely Mvuu Lodge in Liwonde 
National Park; elephant, black rhino and 
hippo heaven and a top birding location. 
Liwonde is only 548 square kilometres 
but the river, dominating with its exten-
sive floodplains and tropical riverine veg-
etation, makes it irresistible to wildlife. 
As the Shire is so much part of Mvuu, it 
is fitting that access is by river. Julian, 
our guide with a lyrical turn of phrase, 
ferries us across, pointing out the hippos 
and Nile crocodiles. Crocs, like hippo, 
abound at Mvuu (the name means hippo 
in the local Tonga language) and we be-
come used to the glittering eyes sizing us 
up on our deck. Nights at Mvuu in our 
Hemingway-styled safari tent are full of 
the din of Africa – chugging warthog and 
backfiring hippo.

Mvuu manager, the delightful Sa-
rah Glyde, welcomes us to the thatched 
main lodge set above a lagoon just off 
the river with its constant theatre of 
browsing hippo, crocodiles, warthog, 
monkeys, antelope and elephant. Each 
of the eight spacious en suite tents has a 

LOCAL CHILDREN, MAJETE WILDLIFE RESERVE WART HOG , M A JE T E WILDLIFE RE SERVE K APICHIR A FALL S

One of the eight 
bush chalets at 
Mkulumadzi lodge 
in the Majete 
Wildlife Reserve.>>
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Nights at Mvuu in our Hemingway-styled safari tent are full of the din  
of Africa – chugging warthog and backfiring hippo.

BIRDLIFE AT MVuu LODGE STAR BED,  MVuu LODGE REIN TRODuCED ZEBR A AT MVuu LODGE

Mvuu Lodge on the 
banks of the River 
Shire – the name 

means hippo in the 
local language.
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lagoon viewing platform. The star view-
ing platform four kilometres north of 
the lodge with 180-degree views of the 
floodplain lets couples get up close and 
personal with things nocturnal.

Lodge staff Julian and Christopher, 
replete with chef’s hat, sail us into a 
Shire tributary for a delicious breakfast 
as kingfisher dive. We are treated to a 
candlelit dinner on our deck with croco-
diles snapping below. There are dinners 
and sundowners around the campfire, 
meeting other guests who have wised up 
to Malawi. With Julian, we track animals 
on foot and by boat, and drive into The 
Sanctuary, a 4,000-hectare fenced area 
where black rhino find refuge.

All too soon we must leave for the 
100-kilometre drive to spectacular Pumu-
lani Lodge on Lake Malawi. The world’s 
most ecologically diverse lake, its clear 
waters are home to thousands of fish spe-
cies including luminous cichlids. Dutch 
architect G Hooft Graafland designed 
Robin Pope’s Pumulani as a luxurious 
beach haven to enjoy post-safari. The 10 

curved, grass-roofed villas are built up 
the hillside with wonderful views of this 
bluest of lakes. Wooden walkways link 
the main lodge – with bar, outdoor dining 
terrace, campfire, infinity edge pool and 
deck – to the white slice of private beach 
with bar and paraphernalia for snorkel-
ling, fishing, sailing, kayaking, waterski-
ing, wake boarding and fun tube riding.

Pumulani means “rest well” in 
Chichewa and this we do, dropping off to 
the slap of waves and the distant drum-
ming of local villagers. Managers Alex and 
Karien and staff point us towards gentle 
lakeside walks with guide Justice, slightly 
more arduous kayaking as the prevailing 

south wind rises, dhow (a traditional sail-
ing vessel) sundowner cruises, lazy meals 
prepared by skilled chef Tapiwa whose 
mission is to use local produce fresh from 
lake and gardens. We love his petite, succu-
lent, honey-mustard roasted chicken, sub-
tle lemon grass and pepper beef fillet and 
his divine chocolate tart, rivalling Bourke 
Street Bakery’s, dare we say.

Our lake days are filled with water 
at this inland sea; 600 kilometres long 
and up to 80 kilometres wide, 20 per 
cent of Malawi’s land mass. At night, the 
stars glitter unimpeded by city lights. 
We spend lazy afternoons in our gigan-
tic villa, with its multiple decks, sitting 
rooms, views from everywhere, double 
basins and showers, claw-footed raised 
bath overlooking the lake. Monkeys 
clamber through the mangosteens and 
African ebony trees, dassies scurry, hip-
pos honk across the bay and the fishing 
dugouts sail out at sunset.

All too soon, it is time to head home 
via the capital, Lilongwe, but Malawi is 
forever in our hearts.

THe  SaFaRi
Robin Pope Safaris operates the 11-day Malawi Route Safari 
between April and January. Prices start from US$4,099 (about 
A$4,470) per person twin share and include all transfers 
by road and air starting in Blantyre and ending in Lilongwe, 
accommodation at Mkulumadzi (three nights), Mvuu (three 
nights) and Pumulani (four nights), full board with local drinks, 
safari experiences with professional guides, laundry and all 
activities except motorised water sports. 
robinpopesafaris.net

WHen To  go
The best time to visit 
is during the May to 
mid-November dry 
season. From May to 
July the landscape is 
green and attractive 
and temperatures are 
cooler. October and 
November, at the end 
of  the dry season, are 
best for wildlife viewing, 
but temperatures can 
be hot. 

geTT ing THeRe
South African Airways 
codeshares with 
Qantas to fly from 
Sydney to Blantyre and 
Lilongwe to Sydney 
via Johannesburg 
daily. Flights to most 
other Australian cities 
are available with 
connections via Perth. 
Afternoon arrival times 
in Johannesburg mean 
an inbound stopover in 
Blantyre, but you can 
return from Malawi to 
Australia on the same 
day. Return economy 
fares start from A$2,756 
and business class fares 
from A$8,223. Total 
flight time is around 17 
hours. flysaa.com 

For Malawi stopovers, 
Protea Hotel Ryall’s 
in Blantyre has king 
doubles from A$236 
with breakfast. 
proteahotels.com/ryalls 
africa House in Lilongwe 
has double suites from 
A$209 with breakfast. 
africahousemalawi.com

Pumulani means “rest well” in Chichewa and this we do, dropping off to the  
slap of waves and the distant drumming of local villagers.

ONE OF PuMuL ANI'S  10 CHALE T S PRIVAT E BE ACH ON L AKE M AL AWI B AT H WI T H A VIEW, PuMuL ANI

A traditional dhow 
on the waters 
of Lake Malawi, 
Africa's third 
largest lake.
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