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I t was early evening on the shore of Lake 

Malawi. Our family, which included Liam (7) 

and Dane (6), had finished a dinner of chambo 

and chips at the local backpacker guesthouse 

called Funky Monkey and were heading back 

home along the narrow dusty street. There was no 

moon and I could see the big dipper high above us 

through the plump branches of a baobab tree.

The little house where we were staying, Lucky 

Bean Cottage, was one road back from the lake and 

surrounded by other small houses. Through open 

doors and windows we could see other families 

busy with their evening rituals. Five adults and 

some children were sitting on the ground outside 

our gate enjoying a meal of nsima and beans.

“Good evening,” I said brightly. “My name is 

David and we are your neighbours.”

“Yes,” said a young man rising to meet me.  

“My name is John and we are very lucky.”

In fact we were the lucky ones. We were 

spending a week at Cape Maclear and quickly finding 

out why Malawians are regarded as some of the 

most friendly and hospitable people anywhere. We 

had rented Lucky Bean Cottage from Clive Bester of 

Kayak Africa. It had three bedrooms, a kitchen, living 

room and a garden, with a neatly mown lawn and 

a frangipani tree. A reed wall gave us a bit of extra 

privacy, and we had a housekeeper called Ifness who 

kept it all spick and span. Clive had offered us a chef, 

but my wife Jen had declined saying she wanted to 

do the cooking herself.

David Rogers decided to try something new for 
his family’s recent trip to Malawi. Instead of 
staying in a lodge, they decided to rent a cute 
local cottage in Cape Maclear. Here is their story.

Living local at

e

Right: The enjoyment 
of David’s children was 
rather easy to see

Below: Ifness and the 
family outside Lucky 
Bean Cottage
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David Rogers is a 
Cape Town-based 
photojournalist 
whose work has 
been published 
widely around 
the world in 
magazines 
and books. 
He also leads 
photographic 
workshops. See 
more on www.
davidrogers.co.za

TATheir favourite activity was 
charging up and down the 

Kayak Africa jetty and throwing 
themselves headlong into the 

clear blue waters of Lake Malawi
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And we did just fine on the food front: we bought 

eggs and tomatoes from tiny stalls, acquired fresh 

fish (chambo, catfish and local tiger) from the hard-

muscled fishermen who sold their catch in the local 

market, and purchased delicious homemade rolls that 

arrived fresh each morning on the back of a bicycle. 

Kayak Africa also had an equipped store and was able 

to supply us with chicken, sticky Malawian rice and 

other essentials, just in case.

In addition to getting to know the welcoming 

neighbours, our boys soon befriended a group of local 

kids who began to gather outside our door at daybreak 

whispering,  “Leeum, Leeum, Leeum…” until our boys 

exploded from their mosquito nets and joined them 

outside to play.

Their favourite activity was charging up and 

down the Kayak Africa jetty and throwing themselves 

headlong into the clear blue waters of Lake Malawi. 

This was of course accompanied by shouts of 

jubilation. They also hoofed a football – made of 

plastic bags wrapped tightly with twine – up and 

down a dusty pitch until sweat dripped down their 

cheeks. The boys did not seem to communicate 

very much and after a few days Liam told us that his 

favourite friend was called “Grey underpants”.

It’s perhaps not surprising that the people of 

Malawi are so friendly as they live on the shores of 

what is one of Africa’s greatest natural gifts. Lake 

Malawi, 560km long and up to 78km wide, is the 

most southerly of the great lakes that are strung like 

blue sapphires along the base of the Great Rift Valley. 

David Livingstone, who named the lake 

Niassa (it means ‘lake’ in the local language), wrote 

poetically of “the lake of stars”, which no doubt 

described the twinkling shards of sunlight on its 

surface. He arrived in Cape Maclear in 1859 and 

named it after the Astronomer Royal at the Cape.  The 

friendly, welcoming people here also impressed the 

missionaries and Malawi became the focal point for 

Christianity in Africa.

Ultimately the London Mission Society found 

the sandy ground at Cape Maclear unsuitable for large 

numbers of people and moved their headquarters 

to Livingstonia, which lies further up the coast. In 

time the largest Anglican cathedral in Africa would be 

founded in Lake Malawi on Likoma Island.

Cape Maclear is now one of the most prosperous 

towns on the lake, and owes its success to tourism 

and fishing. It lies in a wide bay on the southern end 

of the lake, near where it flows into the Shire River, 

and has a spectacular backdrop of forested mountains. 

The mountains, the lake and the nearby islands are 

protected by the Lake Malawi National Park, and in 

1984 were proclaimed a UNESCO World Heritage 

site, mostly on account of its natural beauty but also 

because of its extraordinary diversity of fish.

eAbove: Heading out 
for groceries (bottom 
middle) was always a 
little more novel than at 
home, with local crafts 
on display (top left) and 
fish on sale straight from 
the fishermen (bottom 
left)

Right: Teamwork did 
wonders for shopping, 
but it wasn’t enough to 
move mountains

Opposite: With kayaks 
and local kids calling, 
there was no shortage of 
fun for the children
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“The property is an outstanding example of 

biological evolution,” reads the UNESCO report. 

“Adaptive radiation and speciation are particularly 

noteworthy in the small brightly coloured rocky-

shore tilapiine cichlids (rockfish), known locally 

as mbuna. All but five of over 350 species of mbuna 

are endemic to Lake Malawi and represented in 

the park.  Lake Malawi’s cichlids are considered 

the same value to science as the finches of the 

Galapagos Islands remarked on by Charles Darwin 

or the honeycreepers of Hawaii.”

One morning we left Cape Maclear by kayak 

and paddled 2km across the bay to Thumbi Island, 

which is part of Lake Malawi National Park.  

Sitting on the smooth granite rocks of the island 

and looking back at the mountains of Cape Maclear, 

we saw fish eagles soaring overhead and kingfishers 

plunging into the waters. Besides us, the only other 

sign of human life was a handful of fishermen who 

We were spending a week at Cape Maclear 
and quickly finding out why Malawians are 
regarded as some of the most friendly and 
hospitable people anywhere

e

Malawi
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Getting there
Road transfers are easily arranged 
between Cape Maclear and Malawi’s 
two international airports, Lilongwe and 
Blantyre. These airports are linked to 
London daily by Kenya Airways (www.
kenya-airways.com), Ethiopia Airlines (www.
eithiopianairlines.com) and South African 
Airways (www.flysaa.com), via Nairobi, 
Addis Ababa and Johannesburg respectively.  
It’s also possible to arrange charter flights 
from Lilongwe and Blantyre to the lakeshore 
airstrip at Club Makokola, which is a 50km 
drive from Cape Maclear.

When to visit
David went in April, which is a wonderful 
time for Lake Malawi as the rains are 
over and the vegetation is green. The dry 
season (prime visiting time) continues up to 
November, though be aware that in May and 
June it can be fairly windy.

Visas
Tourist visas are not required for most visitors.

Medical precautions
Lake Malawi is a malarial area so you 
should take precautions at all times of the 
year. (David saw very few mosquitoes in 

Cape Maclear, and Lucky Bean Cottage had 
mosquito nets over all the beds.) There is 
bilharzia in the lake and it is more likely to 
occur in populated areas. Visitors should be 
tested three months after exposure and then 
undergo anti-parasite treatment if required.

What it costs
Lucky Bean Cottage costs £50 a night and 
sleeps six people. It costs £30 per person 
per night to stay on Domwe Island and £13 
if you bring your own tent. Mumbo Island 
costs £185 per person per night, including 
full board and all activities.

Books
Bradt’s Malawi (5th ed, 2010) by Philip 
Briggs is the best guidebook for trips to Cape 
Maclear and other destinations in Malawi.

Find out more 
Kayak Africa and Lucky Bean Cottage  
(www.kayakafrica.co.za)

Author’s tip
Off the shores of Thumbi Island fish eagles 
and yellow billed kites dance an aerial ballet 
as they jostle for any titbits left behind by 
fishermen. Set your camera on continuous 
and get ready to capture the action. 

paddled their dugout canoes past the bay.

The island’s protected status means that its 

waters are closed to all fishing, and when we put our 

heads into the clear blue water we felt like we were 

peering into the world’s largest tropical fish tank. 

The fish were painted in a seemingly infinite variety 

of colours and patters.

“There are millions of nature in Malawi,” Dane 

announced, rising up goggle-eyed from the waters.

Wanting to see more island life, we packed  

our food and drinks the next day and boarded a boat 

for Kayak Africa’s self-catering camp at Domwe 

Island. When our diesel-powered ferry dropped 

at last, we felt like we were on a ‘Robinson Crusoe’ 

adventure. There was even a ‘my man Friday’ whose 

job it was to bake us fresh bread and make sure that 

we were well looked after. There was also a kitchen,  

a communal dining area and an honesty box of 

beers and cold drinks. 

We had a magical time. There were kayaks for 

paddles into the sunset, boulders for the kids to carry 

on with their new sport of rock jumping, baobabs for 

climbing and great snorkelling.

Robinson Crusoe would have been even 

more impressed with Mumbo, the second camp 

we visited. This camp offered a really pristine 

environment, with wonderful walks, great 

kayaking, scuba diving, excellent snorkelling and 

delicious meals brought to us on a plate. Our tent 

was perched right on the edge of granite boulder 

20m above the lake, and we woke up to see the sun 

rising between our feet.

We did miss our village, however, and returned 

the next day to Lucky Bean Cottage and our life of 

simplicity on the lake. The days of jumping off the 

jetty, catching fish in bottles (a method we learned 

from the local kids) and preparing our own food (I 

eventually managed to get the rice to stop looking 

like porridge) created a wonderful rhythm for our 

family, and we took great pleasure in idle pursuits like 

playing chess, going for walks and generally relaxing. 

But eventually it was time to go, and the children 

said goodbye to their new friends with heavy hearts. 

We let them buy a few curios to cheer them up. Dane, 

who is our missionary child, chose a wooden Noah’s 

Ark that was complete with various pairs of carefully 

carved animals. Liam, the fisherman and chief jetty 

jumper, chose a wooden land rover, which had been 

exquisitely carved and came complete with towbar, 

jerry cans and bull bars. 

Jen and I were happy with the memories,  

the stunning photographs and the very satisfied 

feeling of having shown our children the very 

warmest country in Africa. 

Plan your trip

e

Look below the water’s surface and you may well feel like 
you’re peering into the world’s largest tropical fish tank
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