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Travel Africa

The safari business 
needs much greater 
local ownership 

apartheid in South Africa and Namibia.
A quick note on names: Bushmen are

sometimes known as San, though less 
frequently these days due to the word’s 
derogatory origins. “Bushmen” may be 
similarly problematic, but at present it’s 
a widely preferred term, according to Dr 
June Bam-Hutchison of the University of 
Cape Town’s Centre for African Studies 
— though, she adds, the language is always 
changing and each person will have their 
own preference. Here I’ve opted for 
“Bushmen”, as used by the people I met.

The majority share owners of Bushman
Plains — Olatotse Sarefo, Ditshebo “Dicks” 
Tsima and Molatlhwa “Toffee” Tshosa — 
are Bukakwe Bushmen, as is my guide 
Diesel. It was Diesel who took it upon 
himself to ensure the camp taught guests 
about people as well as wildlife. “We 
nearly lost our culture,” he says, 
explaining why he wanted to share the 
Bushmen’s history and traditions. 

We haven’t even arrived
at Bushman Plains
Camp and my guide,
Motswasele “Diesel”
Tshosa, tracker John

Paul and I have already seen all three of 
Africa’s big cats. On the two-hour transfer 
we find a pride of lions clambering 
clumsily around a tree enveloped by a 
strangler fig; a leopard slinking through 
the long, yellow grass; and a cheetah with 
a pair of young cubs stashed in a thicket.

Such prolific wildlife sightings are why
Botswana’s Okavango Delta remains a 
solid favourite among safari aficionados. 
In its landscape of waterways, plains 
and mopane forest, you might find 
prides of battle-scarred lionesses hunting 
hot-tempered buffalos. You’ll see a 
squadron of pelicans touching down
by a river. Here’s an elephant calf 
learning to manage its flip-flopping 
trunk; there’s a pack of copper-dappled 
wild dogs tearing after an impala. Nights 
are punctuated with hyena whoops and 
elephant rumbles.

But beyond this, there’s an enormous
amount to learn about — and from — 
Botswana’s people.

Bushman Plains is a simple four-tent 
camp on the edge of a floodplain, under 
the cover of jackalberry trees. Vervet 

Heather Richardson visits a brace of 
safari camps where the tradition and 
customs of the local people are as 
much in the spotlight as the wildlife

PRIDE 
OF BOTSWANA

monkeys scamper through the branches, 
keeping keen eyes on the breakfast table. 
What is unusual, though shouldn’t be, 
about the camp is that it’s majority-owned 
by Bushmen — indigenous peoples of 
southern Africa — and it’s the first safari 
camp of its kind in Botswana.

“Bushmen” is a collective term for 
several tribes, originally hunter-
gatherers, that have lived across southern 
Africa for tens of thousands of years. In 
recent times, they’ve been victims of 
genocide, been moved off their land and 
lost entire languages at the hands of 
centuries’ worth of colonists, and during 

Wearing an animal-hide cloth around
his waist and a headband and bracelets 
of ostrich shell beads, Diesel explains how 
Bushmen used to poison their arrows, 
how tradition dictated the venom should 
only be used for hunting (“Hunting was 
not about going out to kill something. It 
was finding something to eat”) and that
its source was kept a secret to guard from 
irresponsible use.

On another walk under shady trees, 
Diesel — now in modern safari gear — and
I watch a giraffe and her baby browsing. 
We stand very still behind a bush. The 
mother eyes us curiously from her great 
height, before continuing to strip the 
leaves from the branches with her long, 
blue-grey tongue. We creep away, wincing 
at the crackle of dry leaves underfoot.

At a respectful distance from the 
giraffes, Diesel tells me about modern 
life for Bushmen. “In the last few decades, 
we moved from a nomadic life to the life 
we are living now. Our area got its first 
primary school in about 1980, and the 
owners of this company were among
its earliest pupils.

“Changing lifestyle was very hard. 
Our parents were not understanding 
about education, apart from the kind 
I’m teaching you — the school of tracking, 
finding honey, knowing who passed here 

A Bushman guide 
with his son and a 
friendly meerkat, 
above; Chobe 
National Park, 
below

PA
U

L 
SO

U
D

ER
S,

 P
IE

RR
E-

YV
ES

 B
A

BE
LO

N
/G

ET
TY

 IM
A

G
ES

; J
O

H
N

 W
A

RB
U

RT
O

N
-L

EE
 P

H
O

TO
G

RA
PH

Y,
 B

IO
SP

H
O

TO
/A

LA
M

Y



The Sunday Times March 14, 2021 7

THREE MORE ETHICAL 
WAYS TO SEE BOTSWANA
DAVID FOOT SAFARIS
The horseback and walking safari 
specialist employs the poling services
of the Okavango Kopano Mokoro 
Community Trust (tourists can also book 
mokoro trips directly through the trust, 
okmct.org.bw) and annually sponsors at 
least four students from the trust’s villages 
to attend the South African College for 
Tourism and Tracker Academy.
davidfootsafaris.com

DESERT & DELTA SAFARIS
Every employee is a shareholder and paid 
equal dividends at this Botswana-based 
enterprise. Its eight camps are run and 
managed by Batswana (native people
of Botswana) and more than half the 
management team are women; its Chobe 
Game Lodge is also home to Africa’s first 
all-female guiding team. 
desertdelta.com

NATURAL SELECTION
This South Africa-based safari company 
has 11 camps in Botswana and donates 
1.5 per cent of revenue to community 
and conservation projects, including
an initiative that teaches conservation
to kids through sport and another that 
supplies accommodation, food and 
transport to 200 grass harvesters. 
naturalselection.travel

Campfire time at Linyanti Expeditions

time reading with his cousin. Things have 
changed a little since he had to walk nine 
miles and mokoro another four to get to 
school, armed with five litres of sour milk, 
14kg of maize and a stack of firewood for 
the week. Today, there’s a primary school 
in almost every reasonably sized village, 
with the aim that most children won’t 
have to walk further than a mile.

Education is a focus of the ABC 
Foundation, set up in tandem with
the safari company in 2006 
(africanbushcampsfoundation.org). At 
Kachikau Primary School it funded the 
construction of an outdoor dining area 
and ramps and pathways for wheelchair-
users. It financed a poultry farming 
project at Parakarungu Primary School, 
which generates revenue for the school 
and teaches entrepreneurship skills; 
chicken for ABC’s three Linyanti camps
is bought from the project. A donation 
of £7 per guest per night goes to the 
foundation; many guests give extra.

As the sun set behind the marsh after 
my mokoro trip, I sipped a G&T (what 
else) at a bush bar the camp staff had 
set up as a surprise for guests. Together, 
we watched a herd of buffalos cross the 
swampy plain, reflected upside down in 
the shallow, mirror-like water. So yes, of 
course safaris are about the wildlife, but 
this industry is about people too. It’s a 
business that needs much greater local 
ownership to maximise its potential. Let’s 
use this tourism pause to consider where 
our cash has the most impact, so that 
when travel becomes easier again, we
can use our spending power as a force
for good.

Heather Richardson was a guest of 
Bushman Plains (all-inclusive doubles from 
£760; bushmanplains.com) and Linyanti 
Expeditions (all-inclusive doubles from 
£790; africanbushcamps.com). Ten nights’ 
all-inclusive (five at each property) from 
£4,535pp, including activities and transfers 
(expertafrica.com). Fly to Maun via 
Johannesburg. International and domestic 
travel restrictions are in place. Check 
gov.uk for further details
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LION AROUND 
A pride rests in 
Chobe National 
Park, top; 
fine dining 
at Linyanti 
Expeditions, left; 
giraffe-spotting, 
above 

group of four guests and two guides gave 
a wide berth to a gang of scowling buffalos 
and took care not to startle skittish zebras. 
As we padded along in silent single file, 
a big bull elephant suddenly burst out of 
the trees. For a moment, we stared at him; 
he stared back, equally surprised. And 
with a great shake of his giant head, ears 
flapping, he hurried back into the woods. 
Letting my breath out, I turned to find
a crouching guest and his son using me 
as a human shield.

Another morning, Morgan Motsamai 
poled my mokoro along waterways 
fringed with tall reeds: “Only people from 
the delta really know how to do this,” he 
said. We glided past a little bee-eater, its 
feathers all puffed up, and a black-and-
white pied kingfisher perched in the 
reeds. From a tree top, a white-headed 
fish eagle watched the water. Morgan told 
me about his childhood in a cattle-farming
family in the delta, spending all his spare 

and when.” He pauses to identify the 
squeaky duet of a male and female 
black-collared barbet — they sound like 
someone cleaning a window.

Diesel describes the grim injustice
of Bushmen being forcibly removed 
from land that is now used for safari 
operations. “Instead of benefiting us, now 
safaris benefit the other people,” he says. 
“That’s where Bushmen feel like they 
have lost.”

Such inequality is not restricted to 
Botswana. That there are so few black 
African camp and lodge owners across 
sub-Saharan Africa seems particularly 
unjust considering those who live around 
protected areas often had no choice 
but to give up their land when parks were 
established by Europeans. The largely 
white-owned safari industry often 
resembles a colonial relic.

There are ways to start making amends
to such glaring inequity. Backing local 

black entrepreneurs is one of the most 
impactful things tourism investors could 
do to “build back better” in 2021 and 
beyond. And when travellers support 
black-owned businesses, they help to 
redistribute the flow of profits and 
broaden the base of ownership.

A month before visiting Bushman 
Plains, I stayed at the bush camp Linyanti 
Expeditions, one of six properties in 
Botswana owned by African Bush Camps 
(ABC). It also has an outpost in Zambia 
and nine in Zimbabwe, where the founder 
Beks Ndlovu started his career as a guide 
in Hwange National Park.

Linyanti Expeditions’ six tents lie 
north of the delta in the Chobe enclave. 
Here, I could explore the reserve in 
three ways: by 4x4, on foot and in 
a mokoro — a dugout canoe.

Walking quietly along a ridge 
overlooking a floodplain, with the 
Namibian border on the horizon, our 

Cruise the waterways by mokoro
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