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Now I really like to travel.  Even more so when I get to be at the controls of an aeroplane.  And I have long yearned to fly one around Southern Africa, taking in breathtaking sights and operating in some of the most challenging and exciting conditions in the world.  So when my friend, Steve Davey, a professional journalist and photographer casually mentioned that he had been invited to cover a number of bars, hotels and safari lodges all around the region it seemed an opportunity too good to miss.  “I’ll fly you!” I offered.  “Sounds ludicrously expensive!” he countered.  But I was not to be dissuaded.  A modicum of research showed this part of the world to be surprisingly affordable both in the air and on the ground, and after a little gentle persuasion we found ourselves arranging a trip that was to take us right around South Africa, Namibia, Botswana, Zambia and Mozambique.  Before we knew it, we were actually there.  I am not going to say it was placid, uneventful or for the faint of heart.  But it was without doubt one of the most enjoyable and rewarding experiences of my life and I would earnestly encourage anyone who feels up to it, (after reading this!) to give it a go. 
Steve and I touched down groggily into Johannesburg International early on a Monday morning with a busy schedule ahead of us.  I had to spend the next couple of days brushing up on skills and getting fit to fly into the wilds so off we rushed to the smaller Grand Central General Aviation airport to get my license validated to fly South African registered aircraft.  Provided you have a valid ICAO PPL, this is not too onerous – a check ride of about an hour with an instructor, a simple multiple choice air law exam and away you go.  Ideally I would have liked to have had more than a few minutes of snatched sleep in the cheap seats of an airliner by way of preparation, but time was of the essence and after a couple of strong coffees everything went smoothly enough. The CAA issued me with a validation, and our host ‘CC’ Pocock of Bush Air whisked us off in our trusty old 1961 model Cessna 182, Zulu Sierra -Charlie Romeo Oscar, for some serious ‘Bush Pilot Training’ at his Barberton Valley private strip, a little over an hour’s flight to the east, near the Swaziland border.  A beer, a braai – the South African for barbecue – and a good night’s sleep and I was ready to learn a little about what it takes to be a real outback aviator.
A proper bush character, it seemed to us London types that it was CC who put the wild in wild frontier, and he was the ideal teacher for flying in this ‘hot and high’ environment.  After a 5am wake-up call he wasted no time in showing us what the aircraft could really do and how to do it safely - for example, how to retreat from a valley blocked by cloud.  (I had no idea a Cessna could reverse direction in a radius of 50 metres - and no wing-overs!)  All the get-out-of-trouble tricks they don’t teach you at flying school but which you are glad to have up your sleeve in a harsh and unpredictable environment.  CC swears by the old Cessnas, whose manual flaps, like the Pipers, can be extended in an emergency in a fraction of the time it takes the new-fangled electrical ones – just the thing for seat of your pants flying.

We knew that much of the trip would take us through difficult terrain into strips of questionable quality, so short-field landings were high on the agenda.  I still find it hard to believe that you can land a 182 on a 150 metre strip, although I have now done it myself several times.  Though thankfully, on the trip proper we rarely encountered one of much less than 1000 – well, we had to take off again, of course.  Emergency maintenance and survival tips would be equally important if we were unfortunate enough to come down in the bush and we both listened intently to everything CC had to teach us from his own hard-won experience and misadventures.
On the Thursday morning we were fit and ready for the off, our departure only slightly delayed by the arrival on the strip of a herd of cattle, which CC saw off with the aid of his shotgun as we began our take-off roll!  The first day’s stint to Port Elizabeth on the south-eastern coast was one of our longest at about 630 nautical miles (about a hundred more than Land’s End to John O’Groats,) and took us through tremendous scenery.  Particularly along the escarpment of the famous Drakensberg Ranges, which soar to over 11,000 feet along the border with Lesotho – the ‘Kingdom of the Sky’, which sits upon a high tableland beyond.  The climate here begins to change markedly from the subtropical north to the less predictable Cape, which can be ravaged by storms in the winter months – May being one of them.  A weather briefing advised us to be mindful of solid cloud cover with a base of 1000 feet AGL from the mountains to the coast.  Sure enough, just when the ranges were at their most impossibly beautiful, looming weather prompted me to descend along the escarpment to a point where I felt comfortable we could stay below it.  In the event we managed to stay VFR all the way to our refuel stop at Umtata in the Transkei, but with the murk ahead and above I kept a very watchful eye on my back to make sure there was an escape route behind me.
Umtata is the capital of the Transkei, one of the ‘autonomous’ homelands under apartheid and the birthplace of Nelson Mandela.  Our guidebook suggested it may not be the safest or most inviting place for visitors to go out for a stroll but we found everyone at the airport to be most friendly and accommodating.  The chap who took our landing fees smiled warmly and shook our hands as he welcomed us to his office, inviting us to fill out our own receipt.  “I don’t write so good,” he informed us.  

Despite our late, cow-delayed start there was still time to make it to Port Elizabeth before last light so we hurried back to Charlie Romeo Oscar and readied ourselves for a prompt departure.  60 miles from the field I tuned into the approach frequency listed in the Aviation for Southern Africa guide, 119.7, to let them know I was on my way.  When at 40, and then 30 miles I was still getting no response I became a little disconcerted, especially as I couldn’t hear any other traffic, and wondered what to do, save stay under the TMA boundary.  A couple of deep breaths later a call to the tower informed me that the approach frequency had been changed.  Lucky I thought about it – as we arrived in the vicinity of the airport I found myself doing orbits for ten minutes while they cleared the decks of heavies.  PE is not an airport you want to arrive at without a clearance.  In the end I went in number two to an Airbus, which ground then told me to park alongside in front of the terminal.  I was of course ecstatic – you don’t get that at Redhill.
After a night catching up with some local friends in this large seaside resort, we set off on a more leisurely leg to Cape Town, tracking coastal along the beautiful Cape coastline via Plettenberg Bay and George.  The world’s highest bungy jump at Bloukrans was along our track and made for some interesting views of mad people leaping from the highest bridge in the Southern Hemisphere for kicks, just in from the coast.  We were delighted for them but happy to be just where we were, thank you, in the relative safety of a 44 year old Cessna!  Luckily we had blue skies all the way but an unforeseen headwind after the half way mark reduced our groundspeed from 120 to 90 knots, making my heart beat faster as I reflected on last light and fuel.  No matter how many times I do the fuel calcs, unexpected delays always put the wind up me, especially in a relatively unfamiliar aeroplane.  I knew that even on full power settings my endurance was over four hours, but when we touched down after three and a half, (ten minutes before last light), the first thing I did was dip the tanks.  I was relieved to note that our 45 minute reserve was intact – just.  It would of course have been ‘very embarrassing’ to run out of fuel, especially over the mountains on the approach!
Cape Town is a vibrant city and we were pleased to have three nights there while Steve researched the local bars for a magazine feature, with the aid of his assistant, yours truly.  The things one has to do to help a friend!  Steve’s girlfriend Katherine joined us here, and in the daytime there was plenty to see and do, with the wine routes, Table Mountain and the Victoria and Alfred Waterfronts all close at hand to explore.  While Steve cruised around looking for the next photo opportunity, my next problem was to work out how to get us into Namibia.  The problem is that you can carry out customs and immigration formalities at Cape Town on your way out, and on the way into Namibia at Oranjemund on the coast just over the border, but there is no Avgas there or for miles thereafter – out of our range anyway.  Frustratingly, there is Avgas at Alexander Bay in South Africa, just a stone’s throw away, but since you will already have cleared out of the country and there are no customs or immigration, you’re not really supposed to land there.   Unofficially, it seems a blind eye is turned if you just fuel up as there is no real way around the problem - fuel availability is a constant headache throughout this vast region.  Your call.  For the record, however, I would suggest routing inland via Upington, taking an aeroplane with a greater range or organising a friend with jerrycans or a drum.  
Coming into Namibia this way was well worth the hassles in the end.  Not far from the border, the Fish River has carved a canyon through the rocky landscape second in scale only to the original big boy in the States, but far more remote and rewarding to visit.  The night we stayed at the government-run resort there at Ai Ais was not without its own challenges, however.  We rang ahead from Oranjemund airport to let them know we would be there in an hour and needed picking up from the strip – they confirmed my GPS co-ordinates and even gave me some handy directions with regard to nearby road junctions.  Unfortunately, both were way off and after searching for 20 minutes or so, we were again beginning to run out of light, and options. I was about to declare an emergency and land on the road – apparently not an uncommon thing in these parts, when I finally spotted the strip, a thin line of dust set against an equally dusty background.   Safely on the ground we then found that no-one had come to pick us up after all and were about to resort to our emergency tent and rations when a lengthy foray to the distant main road happily resulted in a lift.  We explained the importance of ensuring an aircraft has arrived when it said it would, and after they had digested this, and we had digested a late dinner, we just about managed to forgive our hosts.
Next day we made an early start tracking up and around the canyon, giving Steve the opportunity to open the parachute operations hatch and take some great shots, and for me to fly the aeroplane as God intended en route to the Sossusvlei National Park in the heart of the Namib Desert.  After taking off from our fuel stop at Keetmanshoop I asked Steve to hand me the relevant chart for the next stage but it was nowhere to be found.  GPS or no GPS, I didn’t fancy crossing hundreds of miles of barren desert without it so around we went for a second visit.  Sure enough, our chart was tucked into the bushes where, with both doors open, a gust of wind had blown it from the aircraft while refuelling.  The charmers in the tower were unimpressed and demanded a second set of landing fees nevertheless.  Apparently, if I had declared a navigational emergency we would have saved ourselves a few bob, but I will be more careful next time nonetheless! 
After the delays at Keetmanshoop I was again relieved when Geluk airfield near Sossusvlei hove in sight (comfortably) before sunset and I was able to put plane and passengers safely on the ground. A number of lodges are situated near the entrance to the park but we chose to stay at the nearest and most marvellous Little Kulala for a bit of luxury after our hardships at Fish River.  Despite being in one of the most arid regions on earth, these guys go so far as to provide a plunge pool in each chalet – most welcome after a day spent climbing the highest dunes in the world and exploring the eerie landscape of Martian-red sand and dried-up white clay lake beds.
Although Windhoek, Namibia’s capital, was not far by air, we decided to bypass it and head straight over the dunes for Swakopmund – the old capital and main port, and a living legacy of the country’s German colonial history.  We had little time.  I had heard rumours of the persistent fog there but no-one warned me that it was standard practice to fly circuits at 300 feet or less to stay out of cloud!  After seeking reassurance from the tower and other VFR pilots in the circuit area, I was persuaded that a diversion was unnecessary and another interesting approach and landing was made, I am happy to say without incident.  I was certainly gaining some pretty comprehensive experience on this trip!  To celebrate, we paid a visit to several of the town’s numerous beer kellers and took in the curious atmosphere of an African settlement that claims, with good reason, to be more Deutsch than old Deutschland itself.
We had hoped next morning to fly along the notorious Skeleton Coast to investigate some of the numerous shipwrecks this remote and treacherous stretch has claimed over the years, but the ever-present coastal fog would not allow it.  The low cloud base above the airfield seemed to argue even against heading inland.  Again, advice from the seasoned local pilots was that if I waited for the weather to clear I could be in Swakopmund for life, and there was really nothing to worry about.  “Just take off and fly east on the deck.  It will be clear inland.”  Met reports amounted to no more than a phone call to a mate up the road, and they reported open skies.  Realising I could make out the base of a mountain in the distance, the only nearby obstacle in that direction, I elected to follow their advice – I could always turn back – but sure enough, after no more than ten miles there was not a cloud to be seen in the vivid blue sky.  Funny weather they get around there, but the town nevertheless supports a vibrant flying community and even offers skydiving from the airfield.  In any event we were now safely on our way to the Etosha National park and wilderness reserve in the country’s northern interior.
Steve had informed the Namibian tourist board of his journalistic activities and as a result they afforded us every possible assistance, from immigration to air traffic control.  We were expecting a similarly warm welcome from the National Parks service at Okaukuejo but it was not to be.  I was quite pleased to be on the ground at first, because despite several low passes, a lone wildebeest proved especially reluctant to get out of my way and I had to land very short to avoid making his close acquaintance.  Immediately I had shut down an irate ranger spoiled the mood by tearing up the strip in a pickup demanding to know what we were doing here without a permit.  This, he insisted, was a private parks strip and strictly closed to the public.  
He seemed genuinely deflated when Steve produced a hand written letter from the minister responsible offering his personal permission but after calming down he was at least decent enough to give us a lift to the nearby camp.  Okaukuejo is home to a stunning feature – a natural watering hole ringed by accommodation and facilities, where all manner of wildlife come to drink.  In the one night we were there we saw several sparring black rhino, lions, giraffes, zebra, hippos and impala all taking their evening constitutionals mere feet away from us, seemingly oblivious to our – and each others’ presence.  Quite magical, unbelievable even. 
Next day a repentant ranger gave us permission to fly low for the hundred mile sector out of the park, so long as we didn’t “chase his game”.  This again afforded a wonderful view of the varied terrain and wildlife of this pristine area as we tracked east for Botswana and deep bush country.  The infuriating unwillingness of the Namibians to tie up their infrastructure meant that we had to land once at Tsumeb to refuel, then again at the old Air Force base at Grootfontein for a stamp out of the country.  After just managing to shoe-horn the old bus down on the two mile runway I sidled up to a derelict building where a soldier seemed to be  waiting for us, but after a while conceded he wasn’t.
I had spoken to a Mr Simitaa the previous evening and at his request sent him a fax informing him of our arrival to make sure he would be there.  He wasn’t.  Half an hour later, despite the reassurances of our military friend, he still wasn’t.  The nightmare of vanishing light began to prey heavy on me again as I recalculated how long it was going to take us to cover the 300 miles ahead to Maun.  Returning to the plane I flicked on the radio and asked tower if they had any idea of our visa man’s whereabouts.  They kindly promised to locate him for me and after another twenty minutes an apologetic looking Mr Simitaa tore up in a jeep and explained with a winning smile that it had been a very good party the previous night.  We couldn’t hold it against him, thanked him profusely for the stamps and dashed for the plane, praying for a tailwind.
Will our heroes make it out of Namibian airspace alive?  Will they find the remote airstrips of the Okavango Delta?  Will they run out of fuel, light and luck?  Find out in the final thrilling instalment, in the next edition of Australian Flying!  
Part 2
Last episode saw our intrepid adventurers brave cows, cumulonimbus and customs in their epic journey around the wilderness of South Africa and Namibia.  Will Botswana, Zambia and Mozambique prove any less daunting?

The two-and-a-half hour stint to Maun in northern Botswana was interesting, not because of any outstanding landmarks on the way but for the total absence of them.  I would not want to travel through there without GPS, and I have done a reasonable bit of dead-reckoning in the Australian outback without the motorways English PPLs seem to rely upon to help me!  There is virtually nothing there, what is there isn’t on the charts and what’s on the charts isn’t there, if you follow.  But then getting up-to-date charts in Southern Africa can be a problem.  I noticed that the ones I bought in Johannesburg labelled Namibia as ‘South-West Africa’, a moniker it shed in 1990.  And the thermals and turbulence in this part of the world, especially in the afternoon are something to behold.  Regularly I would find myself straight and level one moment, then at 45 degrees to horizontal and gaining 1000 feet a minute the next.  The bumps were almost as unsettling for me as for my passengers as I wrestled endlessly to maintain height and heading, and to avoid the seemingly suicidal vultures soaring toward us in the rising air.  They were after us, I’m telling you.
Hearing a blind position broadcast from what I recognised to be a VH Australian registered aircraft broke the tension momentarily.  “Are you lost, mate?” I asked him, meaning to be funny.  He didn’t notice the weak joke, assured me that he wasn’t, and said he was in fact delivering some mining equipment in a battered Shorts Skyvan ‘Flying Brick’.  I mentioned I had earned my wings in his own fair country.  “Bit bumpy, mate, eh?” said he.  “Good job you had us Aussies to teach you right!”  This was the only radio chatter for the whole stretch.  It’s nice to feel you’re not completely alone up there sometimes.  
As we neared the Maun control area I introduced myself to the authorities: “Maun approach, Charlie Romeo Oscar, good afternoon,”   The response took me aback a bit.  “Charlie Romeo Oscar, WHAT?”  Assuming ATC had got out of bed on the wrong side today I nervously stated my position and inbound intentions only to be met by a rapid babble I couldn’t make out.  “Reading you 2, please say again slowly,” I said, diplomatically, only to be met by another earful.  After a long pause an inbound airliner broke the silence with his own report.  ATC slowly and courteously informed him that the active was 08, the QNH 1018, he was number one, cleared visual approach, report on final etc.  Timidly I asked again for my instructions.  “You hear what I say to the heavy?”  I agreed that I did.  “Well do the same as him then!  You’re number two!”  When I was established on shortish finals ATC decided to let another airliner onto the runway right in front of me anyway, but mercifully my belated low-level orbit instructions were easier to follow.  Even when the controllers are in good spirits, however, this does illustrate a potential problem for foreign pilots flying in Africa.  Heavily accented English and extensive use of local slang and terminology can be hard enough to follow on the ground so I would recommend a top notch headset and some practice!  As they say in Maun, “Rrrrrrrrrojaah!”
Thankfully the Botswanans on the ground were a much more cheery lot and we were quickly ushered through customs and immigration with the minimum of fuss before tackling the last stretch of the day into our bush camp at Xakanaka, (I still can’t pronounce it), in the Okavango River Delta.  I had been warned that this was a particularly treacherous strip but at 900 metres by twenty and with the wind calm I was unfazed and all went smoothly.  The biggest worry was that I considered landing a mile before it at what turned out to be a ploughed area just cleared of trees and recently vacated by the earth movers.  There is a good reason for those precautionary searches, especially out in the bush!
While in the Delta we stayed at two camps, Okuti and Shinde Lodges.  Quite how these folks manage to provide such stunning food, service and accommodation out there in the boonies is really quite a mystery to me, but provide it they do.  The driver who picked us up from the strip took us for a sundowner by a lake in the company of a troop of baboons before showing us to our digs.  Very civilised.  Though mornings are generally not my prime time, the pre-dawn starts are well worth it in this part of the world.  Each day we were taken by our guides in open-top Land Cruisers to view game, seeing lions, kudu, hippos and more going about their business.  Armed with a rifle, we even managed to stalk within twenty feet of a group of bull elephants trying vainly to satisfy their interminable hunger.  
This inland delta, (the Okavango simply fans out and evaporates in the African heat,) also afforded the opportunity to traverse the myriad waterways by mokoro dug-out canoe and speedboat to get a close view of the Nile crocodiles and abundant birdlife.  We were even able to carry out a short local flight with a guide where at low level we found a thousand grazing buffalo and even a breeding herd of a hundred elephants.  I do not exaggerate – in this part of the world there is simply no need.
Reluctant to leave but eagerly anticipating what lay ahead, we were soon on our way to Livingstone by way of frontier formalities at Kasane.  This particular border is remarkable.  As we crossed, behind us lay Botswana, to our left was Namibia’s thin Caprivi strip, Zimbabwe to our right and Zambia before us.  A tight schedule meant that we made a straight in approach to the airport rather than making a circuit around the legendary Victoria Falls – that would come later – but the mist rising from them was clearly visible from many miles off.  Sadly, so too were the seemingly endless plumes of smoke on the Zimbabwean horizon, where Mugabe’s men were busy burning out the unfortunate ‘undesirables’ of society from their humble homes.  Other than this view from above, Zimbabwe was most certainly not on the agenda for these travellers, nor indeed for most others.
Livingstone has much to offer.  Our hosts at the quirky and unique Tongabezi Lodge bent over backwards to arrange trips to the falls, white water rafting and even a canyon swing for us in the limited time, (2 nights) we had there.  Needless to say it was I who had to pose for the photos Steve needed of a lunatic willingly throwing themselves off a 100 metre cliff with nothing but a harness and a cable for company.  For me though, the absolute highlight was taking a turn over the falls in a microlight.  Obviously I wasn’t flying, but Bernie of Batoka Sky didn’t hold my fixed wing PPL against me and treated me to an unforgettable maiden microlight flight.  If aviation is your thing, and as you’re reading this now I presume it is, do not, I say again, do not go to Livingstone without going up in one of these kites.
The joys of Livingstone were a worthy diversion but we had developed a taste for the bush proper and wanted to see what Zambia could offer that Botswana hadn’t.  After a few last orbits of the falls, a flight along Lake Kariba and onto the official sounding Royal Zambezi strip would let us find out.  As was becoming a theme, endless delays in departure meant that I was growing a good deal more grey hairs where last light was concerned, but we arrived and located the ‘runway’ with a little time to spare.  A word of advice: If you are going to fly in Africa, spare yourself multiple heart attacks and work on the assumption that everything you need to do on the ground is going to take at least three times as long as your wildest and most laughable estimate.  Start obscenely early, plan short legs or get a faster ship.  
I had been warned by a recent visiting pilot that it was essential to land very short if you didn’t want to be bogged down by sand dunes down the way and nose over.  This ran through my mind on finals as I looked at the tallish trees perilously close to the edges and wondered about the effects of windshear.  Though there was no windsock and it was impossible to tell local wind from the vegetation, I knew that my airspeed exceeded my groundspeed by a wide margin and that I was coming in virtually sideways.  A worrying combination.  This is why I spent that time with CC, I reflected, as I found myself dip below the trees, lose 10 or 15 knots almost instantly, shoot to the right and thank God for a faster than usual approach and more than a hint of power left on.  Our welcoming committee were seemingly certain that we were making a beeline for them and scattered for cover, but a heavy left boot returned us to centreline once more and our teensy little bounce was scarcely noticeable.  Ahem.  
Whatever the trials and tribulations of returning to terra firma, we were scarcely shaken, and as they say, since we walked away and the aircraft was still capable of flight, it must have been a great landing.  As it happens, my passengers swore they were perfectly calm and happy, but I knew better.  Another local pilot later informed me that the bogging problems were old news and I could have landed as far down as I liked.  So much for the bush telegraph!
Luckily, the guys who picked us up were quick on the uptake as to our nerves and handed us each a very cold beer as soon as the prop stopped turning.  Is it an offence to imbibe when still so near the throttle?  If so, clap me in irons as I am guilty, unrepentant and unashamed.

Our whistlestop schedule now took us to the exceptional Chiawa Lodge in the Lower Zambezi National Park.  After our already staggering experiences it seemed to us that we would be hard to impress, but this operation is truly stupendous, having the reputation of being the best in Zambia, and we were not to be disappointed.  “What would you like to see?” asked Grant Cumings, whose family virtually pioneered the whole park.  “We-ell,” said we, idly, “We haven’t actually seen any lions with a kill…”  A couple of hours later we were excitedly chattering over a Michelin star feed about the buffalo carcass guarded by a pride of lionesses and a lion so certain of himself in the face of a big, noisy Land Cruiser that he shook the savannah far and wide with a roar that staggered even our experienced guides.  Africa is full of surprises and wonder.  Did I mention that earlier?
The next night we transferred to the equally wonderful Chongwe camp up river for a different flavour.  Although just outside the park proper, the bathing elephants at the entrance as we swept in by launch seemed entirely unaware of the fact.  While Chiawa was colonial in atmosphere and undoubtedly of the highest standard, Chongwe felt somehow more homely and youthful and we were happy for the change, (we’re not all that high-class).  This was to be our last day of safari and only the endless white sandy beaches of Mozambique lay ahead.  Poor us.  “What would you like to do?” asked our courteous hosts.  “Well, we haven’t seen any leopards,” said we.  Within the hour we had seen two, and heard them call to each other in the cool night air.  These animals are surely not kept in cages and released to order for the benefit of tourists, but after our experiences we were beginning to doubt it.  Had we asked to see a dodo they may well have obliged.  It was with a dreamy air of disbelief that we waved a grateful farewell to the staff and made an early start next morning for Lusaka.
The Cessna Caravan making a quick turnaround at the strip disabused me of any residual notions of treacherous dunes, though it didn’t stop me looking in my airfields guide and re-reading the ‘emergency use only’ label on the Royal Zambezi entry.  If that bloody great thing can operate safely then so can I, I informed my passengers, before lifting off uneventfully en route to the capital, Lusaka, for the usual departure formalities.  When I say formalities, I use the term loosely.  Not much in this part of the world is particularly formal and a request for area weather at the Met office of the international airport led to a smiling man offering me a general synopsis for the whole continent dated a mere twenty four hours earlier, at flight levels between ten and twenty thousand.  Since I intended to make the journey largely at three and a half I thanked him anyway and suggested I would radio him an update.  “Don’t have a radio!” said he, “But at least you are forewarned!”  Indeed!  
This was a huge day’s flying as not only had we to make it through the trials of Lusaka, we had then to press on to Tete in Mozambique for refuelling and customs, some 310 miles away, and from there a further 370 to Vilanculos on the southern coast, at the very limit of what I was comfortable with, fuel and light-wise.  You may think I was slow to learn and I suspect you are right.  We at least had the comfort of knowing that the coastal city of Beira would prove a useful alternative if events conspired against us.  And anyway, Tete shouldn’t hold us up too long.  It shouldn’t, but of course it did.  The briefing office was relatively efficient in emptying our wallets of landing, approach, airspace and transit fees, and even tried to charge us for parking while we were paying them.  Chummy at immigration, however, was unable to clear us into the country as he didn’t have any visas.
To his credit, he wrote us a note explaining that we had indeed tried to get in legitimately and despite manifold earlier warnings of the no-doubt well-meaning to the contrary, didn’t try to elicit a bribe for failing to arrest us.  Thankfully, his note was to prove sufficient in forestalling his colleagues down south from later doing similarly.  Funnily enough, though everyone we met along the way warned us that it would be necessary to bribe every man and his dog in Mozambique to achieve the simplest task, we never found this to be the case.  Sure enough, we gave a small tip to the helpful, but no-one ever offered us his palm.  At any rate, the charges for taking to the air in that country are so punishing, we wouldn’t have been able to afford it.
One big shout for Mozambique: on my way to Vilanculos and indeed in and out of Tete I was struck by the quality of air traffic control.  For much of our time in the bush we had felt very much on our own but it was clear that these guys wanted to know we were safe, afloat and able to report any difficulties.  Passing abeam Beira, for example, I calculated that I would be able to make Vilanculos before last light after all and decided to press on.  They were at great pains to ensure that I let them know I had made contact there before I was out of their radio range, going so far as to relay their signals via heavies far above.  This was greatly appreciated and made me feel a bit less sick about the lightness of our wallets.  
I say I was fine but then of course I hadn’t reckoned on the failings in the bush telegraph once more.  I had found last light times very hard to come by and before take off at Tete had asked the pilot of an Air Mozambique Embraer 120 what time sunset was at Vilanculos so I could make a decision in Beira’s favour if necessary.  He consulted a notebook and informed me authoritatively that it was twenty-three past five pm local.  When, 30 miles GPS off at five o’clock I watched the rapid sub-tropical sun vanish below the horizon I cursed his turboprops.  I knew the airport had runway lighting and I have some night experience, but this was not the arrival I had anticipated.  We made it before last light – just – but my asking tower to turn on the lights just to be sure had cost us another hundred and twenty five bucks US.  We were alive, so cheap at the price I suppose, but...    
Next morning we headed out to Benguerra Island a few miles from the mainland in the Bazaruto National Marine Park, an area of outstanding natural beauty.  A couple of circuits of the island afforded the opportunity to marvel at the endless white sandy beaches lapped by clear turquoise waters – such a contrast to our forays inland – before landing into a stiff headwind on the sandy strip.  An excellent dinner at the Marlin Lodge, a morning’s snorkelling the world class reefs and it was already time to reluctantly hightail it for our last night in Maputo, Mozambique’s capital 300 miles to the south, close to the South African border and the beginning – and end - of our trip.  Maputo is no New York but with its relative abundance of bars and restaurants seemed to us a thriving metropolis after so long spent in the wilderness.  Sadly, our one night there did not give us long to explore before the necessary early start to return the plane and hurriedly head straight back to Blighty. 
We were meant to be off the ground by 9am and into South Africa’s Kruger International by 10 to catch our connection to Johannesburg and home.  As I strode across the apron wistfully bemoaning that this was to be our last leg, an official scurried over to inform me that we weren’t going anywhere until I had reported to the imposingly titled Don Edmondo, one of the head honchos at the Mozambique CAA.  As I sought out his office I felt like a naughty schoolboy en route to the headmaster, unsure for which of many crimes I was about to be hauled over the coals.  I was right to be apprehensive, but not for any sin of my own.  It transpired that the South Africans had withdrawn our Certificate of Airworthiness because of some outstanding upholstery replacement, and had asked him to ground us.  
Though Steve and Katherine were free to carry on via a scheduled flight, the authorities wanted me, as pilot in command, to remain indefinitely, essentially impounded along with the plane!   After a long and painful day explaining myself, begging, and waving our seemingly valid C of A at anyone who’d look, (there weren’t many,) I eventually fought my way through rows of officialdom, chin high, escaping like an East German refugee onto the last scheduled flight at 4pm.  Not until we had taxied past CRO, waved her goodbye and taken to the sky was I confident that I had made good my escape.  The C of A issues turned out much later to be a misunderstanding but I would have been there another week if I had waited to find this out.  And at least we had only been stopped in our tracks with 45 minutes left to run of about 50 hours flying!  I breathed a sigh of relief, sat back in my seat, winked at Steve and Katherine and asked the attendant for a large gin and tonic.  We had come in search of adventure and found it to the very last.
Fond as I am of London I was truly sorry when our 747 finally touched down, not least because I was not at the controls.  But we had had a truly fantastic trip and are still trying to take in the enormity of what we saw and did.  I was becoming acutely aware that it was all now over and before me once more lay the humdrum of regular life.  I was already nostalgic even for Mozambiquan bureaucracy.  As we shuffled through immigration to the baggage halls I caught Steve’s eye.  “I’ve got this great idea for a flying photo feature in South America…”  
So you want to do it too?

Visit http://www.bushpilot.co.za for a Bushpilot Training Course which will teach you what you need to know to head off on such an adventure, all while actually being on the adventure.
Pictures of this trip, taken by Steve Davey, can be found at: http://www.stevedavey.com/client/africa/
