Tanzania Turnaround
Perseverance can be a commendable trait, and can turn failures into great successes.  Obstinacy has different connotations, and can make an already bad situation worse.  The trick is to pinpoint the transition, the moment when perseverance becomes obstinacy, then to behave accordingly.

Perhaps we should have heeded the bad omens and abandoned the idea of exploratory river trips in Tanzania at an early date.  A literal interpretation of the events leading up to our trip didn’t justify even a slight degree of optimism about getting to raft the rivers.  But Jim, Dave, and I had plenty of experience in Africa with Sobek Expeditions, and the sequence of events preceding our entry into Tanzania neither surprised nor discouraged us.  Given the degree of uncertainty inherent in all dealings with both the African wilderness and the African bureaucracies, we knew enough to discount  both the good and the bad rumors, to overlook the scare stories, to trust only maps, and to doubt the word of any government functionary that was not confirmed in writing, with an official seal.  When confusion and doubt are the norm, you can’t be put off just because they are a little worse than usual.  We had come to Africa to run rivers, and damned if we were going to let a few problems stop us!

Our original goal in Africa had been simple.  We were to lead a commercial trip fro Sobek down the Omo River in Ethiopia, a trip which we had done ten times before and were confident of.  Unfortunately, the multiple wars raging in Ethiopia complicated our plans.  After the arrival of our passengers from the US, government hassles made the trip impossible, so a quick alternative plan was cobbled together.

The only place where a no advance preparation trip was possible was Kenya, so we flew the group to Nairobi for an expedition to Lake Turkana in the north.  In studying our Michelin maps, however, another thought was planted in our minds:  The rivers of southern Tanzania seemed, in 1:4,000,000 scale, intriguing.  This seed fell on fertile soil.  Always eager for a new river trip, especially an exploratory one, frustrated by the failure of our Omo plans, we were ready for Tanzania.  But was it ready for us?

The day the trip to Turkana ended we busied ourselves gathering the necessary equipment and making plans.  A major obstacle surfaced immediately:  Kenya and Tanzania, the erstwhile bosom buddies of the ill-fated East African Community, were in a phase of extreme estrangement , and their common land border was officially closed.  Dissatisfied with the preponderant percentage of tourist dollars Kenya was pulling in, Tanzania unilaterally closed the border with Kenya, hoping that tourists wanting to visit the magnificent parks of northern Tanzania would go directly to Tanzania rather than through Kenya, redirecting the flow of dollars into Tanzanian pockets.  The closure precipitated a long-playing drama of border squabbles which was now in the second year of an extended run.  The reviews from the critics were mixed, but one thing was certain:  The border was closed.

We couldn’t take this minor contretemps seriously and still get anywhere, so we ignored the detail of a closed border and proceeded with Plan A.  We all had different ideas about getting into Tanzania, so we separated to try our routes and to meet ten days later in the capital city of Dar-es-Salaam.  I headed for the Kenyan game parks, and checked the principle border crossing at Namanga while touring the parks.  The Tanzanian authorities were amused and unyielding—the only way to cross was with a special permit from the police commissioner in Dar.  Failure No. 1.

Jim and Dave headed east for the sun and surf of Mombasa, and attempted to cross the border near there, at Lunga Lunga.  They met with a fate similar to mine.  Failure No. 2.  They then sought out an Arab dhow and made a deal to be taken to Tanzania by sea.  The port authorities squelched the arrangement.  Failure No. 3.

Meanwhile I had returned to Nairobi and decided to try the great circle route via Uganda into Tanzania.  But when my overnight luxury cruise bus reached the Uganda/Kenya border, I was informed that the only port of entry into Uganda for tourists was Entebbe airport.  Land entry was not possible.  Failure No. 4.

Decision time.  I was obviously not going to get to Dar for the rendezvous.  I didn’t know whether Jim and Dave would, since we were not in communication.  The path of least hassle was to wait.  If they made it, I could follow them on their route when we got in touch, and if they didn’t, we could retrench in Nairobi for the next attack.

A week later, in Nairobi again, I learned that Jim and Dave were climbing Mt. Kenya to pass the time.  We met a few days later in a mountain hut at 15,000 feet.  The spectacular view of the sheer craggy cliffs of the central peak alleviated any discouragement we felt, and we agreed to look for other means of entry:  a light plane, a private car, a commercial cargo boat, or even official permission.  After all bureaucracies were created to be circumvented.

After a pleasant Christmas holiday in Nairobi the quest continued.  We investigated all possibilities.  We tried for official permission with the help of the US Consul in Dar (Failure No. 5), we approached owners of small planes and learned that they would need special authorization to fly us (No. 6), we were told that commercial boats had just stopped running because of immigration difficulties (No. 7), we decided that the commercial air routes to Dar via Addis Ababa (Ethiopia), Lusaka (Zambia), or Entebbe (Uganda) were too expensive (No. 8).  We did isolate the one exploitable loophole in the regulations, however.  Foreign-registered vehicles driving overland through Africa were exempt from the border restraints.  We had only to find such a vehicle to drive us across the border and we’d be set.

We advertised, we asked around, we stopped likely-looking cars in the street.  Failure after failure.  Time passed and we were no closer to the rivers.  There were nibbles and near misses, and always some possibility on the line that kept us from getting out of town to enjoy ourselves.  And time passed.  Finally, utterly frustrated, I gave up and reserved a seat on a flight back to Addis.  Fate was not through with us yet, however.

Coming out of the Ethiopian Embassy after getting my visa, I spotted a VW bus with foreign plates and the earmarks of an overlanding vehicle.  The instincts of the past weeks made me wait by the car for the owner’s return.  I explained our situation to him, made an offer, and to my surprise, was accepted.  It would be a week before he could leave, which seemed like a moment at that point.  Almost seven weeks after our first attempt on the border, we loaded our gear in the minibus and cruised south.

We were of course worried.  There were rumors of guards checking passports to determine who had or had not been with the vehicle through Africa and sending back the newcomers.  We stocked up on some foodstuffs which were scarce in Tanzania for gifts at the border.  When we were asked whether we were on our way to Tanzania at a police post outside the boundaries of Masai Mara park, we were so apprehensive that we answered no, we were just visiting the park.  Later that day, as we crossed out of Kenya, we realized that the police post was also a border post, and that we had just left Kenya without being stamped out of the country.

After so much anticipation, the border crossing was anti-climactic.  We passed through without question, and were finally within striking distance of the rivers.  Now everything conspired to blot our the memories of the past weeks.  Northern Tanzania, beautiful at the worst of times, was magnificent, for it was in the midst of a particularly generous wet period, and the vegetation was flourishing.  Serengeti!  Gently rolling open country, savannah stretching from horizon to horizon, startling outthrusts of rock, spreading acacia trees, blankets of tall waving grass.  A concentration of game that has made the name legendary for wildlife enthusiasts.  An awe-inspiring rhino isolate don a hillside.  Majestic elephants unaffected by our puny presence.  Graceful, awkward, lovable giraffes running with comic slow-motion gaits.  Hyena, jackals, bustards, ostrich, warthogs, hartebeest.  And, for miles in every direction, wildebeest and zebra.  1,100,000 wildebeest, the park literature said.  Unimaginable, unfathomable.  Animals to the point of absurdity, obliterating the plains, overwhelming the senses.  All this and Jim’s thirtieth birthday too.  Serengeti!

We drove to the city of Arusha, hampered only by a few flat tires and some suspension trouble.  There we left the VW buys.  I started out for Dar to do research on maps and water flows and to talk to people who might have useful knowledge.  Jim and Dave headed directly for Iringa, the town chosen for our operational base, to do reconnaissance in that area.  Later we would rendezvous in Iringa to compare notes.  Simple in theory, impossible in practice.

I was lucky to get the last sleeper reservation on that day’s train to Dar.  I arrived there well rested, and immediately took a bus to the university to find a professor whose name was associated with the areas in which we were interested.  I found him and explained our plans.  He was enthusiastic about the rivers and their potential for whitewater trips, but adamant that we would need official permission for our project or risk the prospect of a visit to the Tanzanian jails.  The Tanzanians took people wandering around their country without formal authority very seriously, it seemed.
I returned to town to start a round of the offices of various officials.  My tour ended in front of the desk of a minor functionary in the Ministry of Tourism.  He took my written description of our plans to do exploratories with the hope of future commercial development, and as evidence of our legitimacy, he took some Sobek brochures too.  He was confident that a letter of support would be no trouble.  His assurances were worthless since he was not the one who would have to sign the letter.  I was to return the following day for news.

I walked over to the train station to make reservations for Iringa the following night, only to be told that Iringa was in quarantine.  We had heard about a cholera epidemic in the country, but had not even imagined that whole areas would be closed off to travel.  My new problem:  If Dave and Jim couldn’t get to Iringa, where were they now?  I guessed Dodoma, the only city of any consequence between Arusha and Iringa, and decided to take the train there the following evening.

The next day the man at Tourism was useless.  He hadn’t been able to see the Minister about our case.  No surprise there.  I killed the rest of the day buying maps, wandering around town, and eating.  I should have slept in anticipation of the overnight third-class journey to Dodoma.  No upper class reservations were available on the train, but luckily (?) 3rd class is unrestricted, so I was allowed to squeeze in where I could find a spot.

Trying to be smart, I inquired as to the exact time the train would pull in the station so I could grab a seat.  I was ready as the train arrived.  It was already far too late for a seat, though.  The locals were way ahead of me.  They knew where the train was before it came to the station, and had occupied all the seats earlier.  I looked so forlorn that a young African offered me a place on his group’s bench, which I quickly accepted.  The night passed with me in an upright, non-sleeping position.

The last hour before Dodoma I formulate dplans on how to find Jim and Dave if they were indeed in Dodoma.  And I wondered what to do if they were not.  The thoughts were unnecessary.  They met the train at the station, expecting me to be on board.  That’s confidence.  We discussed the new situation and agreed to go back to Dar to work on a new approach.  There was as yet little talk of giving up.  Perseverance or obstinacy?

The sleepers on that night’s train were full again.  Reservations were available for the next night, so we resigned ourselves to a 36-hour wait in Dodoma.  Dodoma is a cosmic joke.  Selected five years earlier as the site of the future capital of Tanzania because of its central location, it is still today a small, dirt town.  It has one hotel, one restaurant, almost no modern housing, and a totally inadequate water supply.  It has nothing to qualify it as a modern city.  The change-over of capitals from Dar to here is scheduled to begin this year.  Where will the office be?  The embassies?  The homes?  Where will people eat?  What will preserve their sanity?  The 36 hours were boring, boring, boring.  Meals, books, snacks, beer, meals, talk, books, boredom . . .
And then the return to the heat and humidity of Dar, to the pilgrimage from office to office in search of the precious permit.  Yes, we were discouraged.  With delays and difficulties at the ministries, perseverance was losing its appeal.  We set a final limit, the next morning, to go or to quit.

The turnaround was approaching.  The Health authorities said it would be possible to get permission to enter the areas we wanted to visit.  We used maps and advice to narrow the choices of rivers down to one.  We checked the train schedules and they clicked.  We bought the maps we needed, and walked into the Tourism office hoping to get our letter of support.  Maybe the last ten weeks had not been in vain.

The joke was on us.  The turnaround was not a reversal of fortunes but of direction.  That same day we were en route to Nairobi again.  The train, because of the cholera, was not stopping within 100 miles of our destination.  Since we had no means of transport the Health Ministry wouldn’t give us a permit.  The Tourism people played games, trying to avoid confrontation and responsibility.  Obstinacy was no longer in question, disease and bureaucracy had beaten us.

Another train ride, back to Arusha.  Third class.  In the aisle, filthy, uncomfortable, freezing cold, but happy.  We were leaving Tanzania!  Dave decided to stay on in the north to climb Mt. Kilimanjaro.  Jim and I chose a straight-line course to Kenya.  Noon found us at Namanga, the Tanzanian border post.  And we were refused permission to exit!  The borders were closed not just to people entering but to those wishing to leave also.  No permit, no exit.  I felt like a character in a Sartre play.  We begged, pleaded, cajoled.  Yelled, argued, threatened.  Hinted at bribes.  No way.

We had only two choices.  We could do as advised and return to Arusha to get permits, or we could make an illegal attempt at getting past the border.  The first option was unattractive because we were legally entitled to a permit to exit by land.  The prospect of a thoroughly unpleasant jail stint brought home the foolhardiness of the second.  There wasn’t really a choice at all though.  Edmund Hillary’s motto, “Nothing venture, nothing win”, was the only guideline we needed at this point.  So we concocted our Plan of Escape.

Object one in the plan was to avoid arousing suspicion on the part of the police.  We told them that we had decided to apply for a permit, but that rather than carry all our baggage around (I was carrying an 85 pound boat strapped to a backpack frame and thirty pounds of personal belongings too), we would take a hotel room in Namanga and leave the baggage and one person there while the other went to Arusha.  We counted on this to keep the police from thinking that we might both be staying in Namanga for nefarious purposes.
Next we had to find a hotel where there would be a chance of making a discreet late night exit.  The only places to sleep in the minuscule town were two African lodge/bars, placed prominently on either side of the main road only about 150 feet from the fence, a barrier, and a flood-lit all-night guard post.  One of the hotels had rooms facing on a courtyard behind a bar, and this courtyard had a perfect side exit into a dark alley.  From there a quick departure from town with minimum main street exposure seemed possible.  It was more than we had hoped for.  We took a room.

Before dark I took a stroll around town to get a feel for the land and map out our escape route.  The distance and difficulty were acceptable even with heavy loads.  The chances of discovery once in the fields seemed slight.  We could drop into a ravine leading up a hill along a corn field to a ridge by some school buildings.  A quick move across a playing field, exposed to view from several houses on the edge of town, would take us back into the brush.  From there, hacking and crashing our way through the bush, I estimated we could cross the border and reach a road in Kenya within a mile..

We settled back for the long wait.  Since we were out of Tanzanian money, having expected by now to be in another country, we couldn’t eat.  We played solitaire until dark, then went to bed.  And even to sleep.  No point in indulgin our nerves.  I awoke at one AM and went out to check the situation.  Bad news.  Though the bar at our hotel was closed and quiet, there was light from the bar across the street, and people were visible in the window.  The moonlight was starkly bright, and the nearby guard post was threateningly ablaze with light.  I went back to bed to wait for the bar to close, not resting so easily now.

An hour later I was up again.  I held my breath as I pushed open the noisy side door.  I snuck along the alley to the main street.  There, all was well.  There were no longer any lights in town other than at the police post, and it appeared quiet.  Then I noticed that someone was watching me.  I identified my observer as the night watchman whom we had noticed earlier in the evening.  We had not been surprised to see him then, since in most African countries labor is so cheap that stores and private homes hire night watchmen to discourage thieves.  We had hoped that this particular guard would station himself inside the barroom when that establishment closed.  No such luck.

I exchanged a few words in Swahili with him, and walked back up the alley, where a large outhouse seemed to block the way.  I discovered a series of narrow passages between and behind buildings which led to a barbed wire fence on the edge of town.  A back-alley escape route!

I explained the situation to Jim.  We waited a half-hour to let the guard fall back to sleep.  Fortunately, sleep is the customary state for night watchmen.  At a quarter to three, after another brief reconnaissance, we snuck out of our rooms with all of our gear for the final, real, sortie.  We were momentarily indisposed and frightened by a light flashing in a nearby room.  We dove for cover.  A man came out, walked across the courtyard to the toilet, and a moment later returned to his room.  Too much beer.  The light in his room stayed on.  We proceeded anyway.
Jamming the squeaky door open with a paperback book, we slid sideways through the small opening into the alley.  The passages I had negotiated earlier to get to the barbed wire fence were far more difficult with full hands and heavy backpacks.  We edged cautiously along, silent except for the scraping of our loads along the cement walls, feeling nervous and foolish.  Suddenly a metallic clang shattered the silence.  Jim had tripped over a piece of tin sheeting.

Immediately, a dog started barking.  And another, and another, until the town echoed with the howling of a hundred hounds.  Canine operas are normal night fare in African towns, so this chorus was not too unusual or suspicious.  We shrank into the shadows to wait, and in a long moment the din died down.  We reached the fence without further incident.  I climbed through and we started passing our bags over.  We could hear a dog sniffing around only 25 feet away.  The dog sensed us and growled.  We hesitated, then continued, but could not get the boat over the fence quietly because of its awkward weight.  The dog and a companion were soon barking in earnest.  The guard investigated, and as Jim and I watched with terror from the darkest spot we could find, a face peered around the corner of the building, stared straight at us, and withdrew.

The aroused dogs would not quiet down.  The sweat flowed freely as we strapped on our gear.  Jim slid down the ravine reasonably silently, but I, jerked along by 85 pounds of boat and without a hand to guide myself, crashed into every tin can and dislodged every rock possible on my way down.  When I reached the bottom of the gully, the dogs were going crazy and we could hear movement behind us.  No time to look back.

We hightailed it up the ravine and along the fields to the ridge top.  Not daring to pause, we staggered along a route much longer than we had planned in order to get around a lit house near the playing field.  The shoulder straps of my pack were raising agonizing welts in my shoulders, my arms were numb, and my leg muscles screamed out with every step.  I had to stop.

We were still in Tanzania so the stop was brief, just long enough to get our wind and restore some circulation to the abused members of our bodies.  Our next stint brought us out of Tanzania.  Now, having never legally left Kenya due to our illicit border crossing in the VW bus, we were once again in Kenya, and legal, as though Tanzania never happened.

The sense of triumph and relief was immense.  We exchanged a jubilant hand-slap to celebrate the success of this cloak-and-dagger operation, and, after another rest, we struggled on to the road where we settled down to sleep until dawn.  My hands were torn by thorn bushes, my body was tormented with aches and discomforts, my clothes were drenched with dew in the cold night, but I was exultant.  I slipped into a contented sleep.
