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E
very tree in the botanical gar-
dens of Segera Retreat cele-
brates a birthday. Peter Koffi,
the head gardener, remem-
bers the exact date that each
seedling was planted and —
like a proud parent — it gives

him immense joy to watch them grow.
When he arrived in 2009 at the former
farm in Laikipia, about 20km north of the
Equator in Kenya, the land was bare and
arid. Now it’s a triumph of bulbous succu-
lents, woozy palms and fruit trees laden
with a sweet bounty. Trails of bougainvil-
lea weave a fine embroidery of dazzling
colours, and frond-splaying cycads feel
distinctly Jurassic.

“Everything came from hands,” says
Koffi, once a livestock farmer from rural
Turkana who now tends the trees as he
once did cattle. “At 7am each morning I
come to see them. The first thing I do is
give them a hug.”

Luxury digs 
in the wild 
savannah of 
Kenya’s north
This beacon of 
sustainability is the 
perfect setting from 
which to spot lions 
and cheetahs, says 
Sarah Marshall

It took 18 gardeners to landscape seven
acres, accompanied by 150 women from
the local community who spent three
years planting every single thing by
hand. The result is an oasis in the sprawl-
ing savannah and acacia woodlands of
northern Kenya; a garden of Eden on
the continent where scientists say human
life evolved.

A private conservancy three times the
size of Manhattan, Segera Retreat covers
200 sq km. Jochen Zeitz, the chief execu-
tive of Harley-Davidson and a conser-
vationist, purchased the farm in
2005 and converted it into a fan-
tasy escape for friends and family,
maintaining cattle on the
property. Eight years later it
opened to outside guests and
became a successful experiment
in how commerce and conserva-
tion can work side by side.

The retreat’s ten villas are
unique and inspiring in design.
Filled with a mix of antique heir-
looms, provocative artworks and cov-
etable trinkets, they strike a fine
balance between gallery good looks and
cosy comfort — it’s like snuggling up in an
exhibition space when there’s no show on.

Switching the emphasis from indoor to
out, the two-bedroom Greenhouse is Se-
gera’s most recent addition. The cottage,
previously used as accommodation for
pilots, has been given a new lease of life
by the interior designer and architect
Maira Koutsoudakis. 

When I arrive, mid-morning, sunlight

floods through the glass and steel front,
splashing across a rough-hewn wooden
dining bench and washing over ladders
stacked with rungs of healthy-looking
plants; even in the bathroom rays of sun-
shine pour through skylights, making long
soaks in the tub under floating clouds an
enticing prospect. Hessian fabrics, raffia
mats and breeze-block floors complete the
horticultural homage, along with a reel of
twine and sturdy scissors decoratively
displayed in a bell jar. It’s upholstered in

shades of olive, sage and fern, colours so
fresh that it feels as though I could

breathe them in.
Being green, after all, is at the

very heart of Segera Retreat. It
was here that Zeitz founded the
Long Run, a non-profit organisa-
tion outlining a series of objec-
tives designed to create holistic
and sustainable management of

ecosystems by focusing on its
“4Cs” — community, conservation,

culture and commerce. To date 40
properties worldwide have subscribed

to the practices, forging an innovative
approach to environmentally and cultur-
ally sensitive tourism.

My guide, Elvis Omae, takes me around
a small interactive exhibit detailing the
independent projects that Segera sup-
ports: the Satubo beading group, uniting
women from the Samburu, Turkana and
Borana tribes; the Waterbank School, with
classrooms built above rainwater-harvest-
ing tanks, allowing children to carry home
five litres a day; a thriving cattle farm,

providing employment for the community
while keeping grass short and palatable
enough to attract wild animals. All this
feeds into a healthy ecosystem, with the
region enjoying the second-highest wild-
life density in Africa — which is what
brings most people here. 

The splintered crown of Mount Kenya
pierces the roseate dawn sky when I leave
my classy conservatory the next morning
for a game drive. As we travel south, shawls
of woolly mist wrap the forests’ shoulders,
soon shrugged off in the heat of the day. A
bellowing roar leads us to two of the most
handsome lions I’ve seen; pale-pelted with
almond-shaped eyes, they are more poster
pin-up than predator. Our luck continues
with a rare sighting of a brotherly leopard
coalition, making me question whether I
am seeing double. 

During an afternoon outing the same
day we spot a cheetah family lounging on
mounds of mud gathered by rangers, help-
ing to elevate the ever-observant cats from
the otherwise flat land. 

A newborn elephant eclipses them all,
however. Still pink behind the ears and ha-
loed with black downy hair, the calf shel-
ters between four grey, wrinkly columns
and stumbles uneasily as his mother starts
to move between the whistling thorn aca-
cias. “It’s the smallest I’ve ever seen,”
Omae says, adding that every day the bush
has something new to share.

Outside the retreat’s inner circle of
villas, animals roam freely, their safety
secured by Segera’s team of 57 rangers;
almost half of them are women, forming
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the first all-female anti-poaching unit in
east Africa. Many of the chosen recruits
were single mothers or individuals who
had been shunned by their communities,
and part of the training involved yoga
and meditation sessions aimed at soothing
emotional trauma left untreated for
many years. 

Over lunch Mercy Waweru, one of the
graduates working towards becoming a
guide, shares stories of her expedition
training in the Matthews Range of Sam-
buru, where she climbed steep slopes in
searing heat while carrying heavy loads on
her back. She described it as simul-
taneously one of the worst and best things
she has done.

Also keeping poachers at bay are a team
of three female bloodhounds, whose
expert sniffer skills have led to ten arrests
in the past four years. I join them for a
training session as they follow a scent trail
to a “suspect” lurking in a bush. Finding
him within minutes they are rewarded
with a sausage and the promise of their
weekly spa and massage session the
following day.

There may be a lot on display at Segera,
but what happens behind the scenes is
equally fascinating — sometimes surpris-
ingly so. On a tour of the compound I learn
about wastewater recycling, and in the
solar power plant I discover how much
effort goes into switching on the lights.
Anyone querying the high price tag of sus-
tainable safaris in remote areas will find
their answers here.

In an organic shamba crop garden I

wander through patches of purple kale,
clusters of avocado trees and vines
dangling with several varieties of plump
tomatoes. Adarsh Dutch Man Shah
proudly shows me his bathtub wormery
and a steaming compost heap where he
once slow-cooked lamb for four days —
although, relief, it was never served
to guests.

Other produce does end up on dining
tables in surprise locations around the
property, though: pert salad leaves layer a
hash brown burger at brunch in the herb
garden; mango and sweet potato dominate
an African take on sushi in the Paddock
House, accompanied by an unexpectedly
potent pineapple kombucha; and spinach
samosas are enjoyed in front of a crackling
hearth in the Farmhouse. Champagnes
and African wines stored in a striking coni-
cal concrete tower that acts as an above-
ground cellar are served by the Masai som-
melier Andrew Leshao, who like so many
members of staff started work in
the gardens.

Homemade sourdough bread, baked
daily, is served for breakfast with honey
collected from the 200 hives around the
estate. One evening I join the beekeeper,
Seketeti, as he smokes the traditional hol-
lowed barks with smouldering elephant
dung — an art refined by the Dorobo for
thousands of years. He cuts away two
combs with a machete and plunges his
hand into a swarm of bees. Some insist on
being naked to avoid stings, he brags — a
logic I still can’t quite understand.

There are surprises everywhere in

Segera and new spaces to discover: a bird’s
nest sleepout used for sundowners; a
lounge room with a cinema and grand
piano; a stable where seating varies from a
battered leather La-Z-Boy to saddle-
strapped bales of hay.

And the attention to detail is astound-
ing: each time I return to the Greenhouse
my butler, Isaac, has left me an uplifting
message on a chalkboard; after a rainy
game drive I am delighted to find a bubble
bath in which my name has been spelt in
fragrant flower petals.

Highlighting culture within the 4Cs, a
private collection of 100 sculptures and
paintings spread throughout the property
celebrates Africa and its diaspora. Jens
Kozany, the general manager and an art
enthusiast, leads me on a tour. Retired
radios, bent forks and abandoned bike
parts assume new guises in pieces by the
township artist Cyrus Kabiru, while works
by the Zimbabwean activist Kudzanai Chi-
urai express fierce political commentary.

One of the newest works of art is visible
only from the sky. Part of a landscape
regeneration project, 147,000 trees have
been planted in the shape of a rhino — a
nod to Laikipia’s success in the conserva-
tion of the black rhino, with projects in Ol
Pejeta, Lewa and Borana conservancies.

As part of an education process, women
found illegally collecting firewood were
employed to work in the nursery and given
trees to plant at home — it’s yet another
great initiative from Segera, a place where
skills are nourished, ideas flourish, and a
green future continues to grow.
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Valley family fun
The rustic, fully staffed three-
bedroom Mara House and Acacia 
House are buried deep in the Ol 
Chorro Losoit Valley, part of Kenya’s 
Mara North Conservancy. Perfect for 
extended families seeking privacy
and a little more space, it has 
opportunities galore for wildlife 
watching and, thanks to almost zero 
light pollution, starlit dinners on the 
veranda. Children can safely splash
in a shared pool, with an in-house 
swimming instructor on hand
for lessons.
Details Five nights’ full board at 
Asilia’s Mara Bush Houses for a family 
of four from £7,823, including flights 
(aardvarksafaris.co.uk)

Rocks and rhinos
in Zimbabwe
Taking centre-stage in an 
amphitheatre of balancing rocks, the 
eco-friendly Khayelitshe House 
stands on the border of Matobo 
National Park in 50 sq km of private 
land. Originally built as a retreat for 
the African Bush Camps owner, Beks 
Ndlovu, and his family, the four-
bedroom (all en suite) property is 
decorated with bold fabrics and items 
inspired by his travels across the 
continent. There’s a chef, a guide and 
plenty of activities, including 
birdwatching, walking safaris, game 
drives — or simply lounging by the 
pool. In the park there are more than 
3,000 rock art sites to explore, along 
with a rhino sanctuary where the 
endangered animals can be tracked.
Details Six nights’ full board, with 
three nights at Somalisa Camp and 
three at Khayelitshe House, for a 
family of four from £2,877pp 
(expertafrica.com). Fly to Harare

Kenyan spa secret 
Partly sculpted from the rock bed, 
with grass roofs flowing into a forest 
of olive trees, Arijuju (below) blends 
right into the landscape. But such 
subtlety belies the beauty inside a 
most impressive property, set in the 
private Borana Conservancy. Along 
with two private cottages, three suites 
surround a stone courtyard filled with 
herbs, leading to a banquet-style 
dining area, cinema and a kit room 
with everything necessary (including 
trainers in every size) to run, cycle or 
ride a horse. A highlight is the spa and
hammam, which uses foraged natural 
ingredients for treatments.
Details Three nights’ full board at 
Arijuju for a group of six from 
£5,499pp, including flights 
(abercrombiekent.co.uk)
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