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Land-locked Botswana wouldn’t appear to be a promising 
destination for people wanting to do an African safari 
by boat. Smack in the centre of the southern end of the 
continent, there’s no coastline in sight. What’s more, the 
vast Kalahari Desert covers most of the country. Even 
Lake Ngami – which explorer David Livingstone called 
“a fine-looking sheet of water,” teeming with birds and 
other wildlife when he came upon it in 1849 – is mostly 
dried up these days. So where could you possibly boat 
in Botswana?

Lots of places, it turns out, and in a lot of ways. Every year 
when the Okavango River floods, the water fans out across 
the Kalahari, creating an enormous, life-sustaining web of 
channels and streams in northern Botswana. It’s called the 
Okavango Delta and it’s one of the largest in-land deltas 
in the world. I visit in May as water levels are reaching their 
peak. “We’ll take the hippo highway,” said Rex, my safari 
camp guide, referring to the network of channels now deep 
enough for a small motorboat. 

Speeding away from camp, we see elephants foraging in 
water up to their bellies, crocodiles sunning themselves on 
small islands, and birds everywhere. Blue-headed African 

jacanas, which appear to walk on water, stride from one 
lily pad to the next. From high up in the surrounding trees, 
African darter birds watch for fish in the crystal clear 
water below, while reed cormorants rest on floating logs. 
It’s not just the diversity of wildlife that’s surprising, but 
their adaptation to this watery wilderness. Who knew, for 
example, that lions could swim? They do here.

Early in the evening, we set off to explore again, this time 
by mokoro, the traditional dugout canoe used by locals for 
fishing and travelling. Sitting at water level, the reeds part 
in front of us as we glide silently through the water. Lenk, 
the boatman, stands at the back, pushing off the bottom 
with his long pole, and stopping occasionally to point out 
tiny creatures such as the iridescent reed frog. “They’re the 
ones that make the click-click sound you hear at night,” he 
says softly. 

In 2014, UNESCO recognized the Okavango Delta as a 
World Heritage site for its exceptionally scenic landscapes, 
nearly intact ecosystem and thriving populations of some 
of the world’s most endangered large mammals, such as 
cheetah, white and black rhinos, wild dog and lion. But it’s 
not the only place in Botswana to see wildlife.

Further north, the Linyanti River winds its way through 
mopane woodlands and floodplains, providing habitat for 
a variety of animals, including – in the dry winter months – 
the highest density of elephants in the world. The Linyanti 
was once the preserve of royalty and big game hunters. 
Today, sport hunting is banned throughout Botswana and 
the country’s military focuses on preventing poaching.

One evening, at my safari camp, I join a few others for a 
sunset cruise on the Linyanti. From the boat’s upper deck, 
we notice a small herd of elephants, including a baby, 
approach a small tributary, then pause, as if undecided 
about crossing. Someone in our group scans the shoreline 
with his binoculars and said: “There’s a very big crocodile 
to the left.” When our guide tells us the crocodile could 
drown the baby, we hold our collective breath as the 
elephants regroup, baby hidden in the middle, then safely 
cross to the other side.

“Speeding away from camp, we 
see elephants foraging in water 
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