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Serengeti National Park, Tanzania – Visitors to this international treasure cannot enter in your own vehicle.  There is strict security at each entrance, and you must have a certified guide and his vehicle with you.  I have not seen any female guides.  All are relatively young Tanzanian men who speak Swahili to each other on radios while in the park.  The entrance fee is high, $60 per person per day, plus a vehicle charge.  The vehicle entrance to Serengeti at Naabi Hill is tightly controlled. It took our guide about 30 minutes to complete forms and pay the fees.  The only other entry point for visitors is a single airport serviced by small planes.  The entry requirements are strict because illegal poaching of the wild animals has been a historic problem due to the high value of ivory from the tusks of elephants and rhinos.
Inside the park, the distances are considerable and the roads are “challenging.”  Essentially all of the vehicles used are 4-wheel drive Toyota Land Cruisers, affectionately dubbed “bush limos.”  Most of the visitors come to see the incredible numbers of wild animals here because, for most of us, these wonderfully interesting animals can be viewed live only in zoos.  To increase the probability of sighting wild animals that move unpredictably at their own pace while searching for food and water, almost all tourists who visit Serengeti opt to stay for multiple days.  Also the vast expanses of the park dictate that several separate drives are required.

So how does one stay safely overnight in a park full of wild, dangerous animals??   Pitching a hiking tent would be tantamount to suicide;  neither lions, Cape buffalo, rhinos, panthers, or cheetahs - to name only a few of the wild beasts here who can easily kill a human - will be dissuaded from attack by a small, unprotected tent.  In order to keep the park as close to its natural state as possible, there are few lodges for guests.  The answer is the remote, mobile tented camp.
These cleverly constructed arrangements are set up on a temporary basis in sections of the park which have historically been near prime locations for animal sightings.  In our case we arrived via our three bush limos to nine large individual tents anchored securely to the ground to provide shelter against the strong winds which whip across this enormous plain.  The word, Serengeti, the name given by one of the local tribes, the Maasai, to this region, means “endless plain.”  With the exception of a few hills and a mountain range, the description is apt.
Each of our tents had two twin beds in a comfortably large area, a shower, and a bathroom.  DC electricity is provided for lighting by a battery powered by small solar unit outside each unit.  The tent is constructed of a thick canvas with six large screens which can be covered at night with zippered canvas.  There is no air conditioning or heating - neither is required due to the temperate climate and the strong winds.  Water for sink use and the toilet is provided by the staff operating the camp.  It is not drinking quality, but unlimited bottled water is available for guests.  The shower water is similar, but is brought to you upon request.  Each person receives one 5 gallon bucket of hot water (also solar heated) and is poured into bucket which is raised by pulley by staff to a height above the shower head.  When you pull a chain, warm water comes down on you.  Obviously, you must carefully ration that amount of water, so the procedure is to wet yourself, turn off the water, lather with soap/shampoo/whatever, then use the remaining water to rinse.  It works surprisingly well.  Those of us who served in the Navy simply called this “bath” a “Navy Shower.”  Our standard on the submarines I served on was to use 3 gallons or less;  in reality, we rarely had sufficient water to take any shower – usually for over a month.  So, relatively speaking, we were living high in the Serengeti!
Three hot meals are prepared each day by a chef working in a small kitchen in a separate tent. Hyenas often are attracted to the kitchen by the tempting smell of cooking meat, but are kept at bay by a sturdy wire enclosure around this tent.  It is a bit unclear how the food comes out past the hyenas, but the chef rather casually mentioned that they disperse when he calls in a vehicle from one of the other six staff members who operate the camp to shoo away these hungry creatures.  The flush toilet in each tent dumps everything in it to a 6 foot deep hole which has been dug on the outside of the tent. When it fills, dirt is added to it and another is dug.  The campsite, as in every other part of the national park, is a carry-in, carry-out situation, so all trash generated by guests or staff has to be trucked out on a regular basis.  The three meals are served in another large tent, complete with.a cooler for drinks (which in our case were unlimited and at no extra charge).  The evening meal is served with linen napkins and tablecloth on porcelain plates (which are also washed after each meal).
Each morning and afternoon our guides loaded us into the bush limos for a 3-4 hour game sighting adventure in different parts of the Serengeti.  We saw thousands of animals, including scores of lions, thousands of zebra and giraffe, and a wide variety of all the wildlife that live here in Eastern Africa.  Following the evening meal, camp staff members escorted us to our tents with instructions not to leave the tent until daylight, unless you are with an escort.  Armed rangers patrol the tent area after dark in the event that the wildlife which do pass through almost every night “create and issue.”  (We had no issues!!!)
The camp site is not permanent and is moved in a two week operation several times during a year to allow the area to return to its primitive condition.  Having spent four nights here in the middle of the Serengeti with the comforts of a major hotel was an amazing experience.  If you are unfamiliar with the term “glamping,” google it, or sign up for one of these Serengeti adventures.  I guarantee that you will be amazed....and delighted.
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