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MY EXTRAORDINARY
EXPERIENCE AT THE MARA

SERENE: Kofi the rhino and right, a lion at the Maasai Mara. The Mara has a beautiful landscape.
BY ALY-KHAN SATCHU

“W

e were not going as far
as that; only two days’
journey in the ox-cart
to a bit of El Dorado
my father had been
fortunate enough to buy in the bar of the
Norfolk Hotel from a man wearing an Old
Etonian tie,” so says Elspeth Huxley’s The
Flame Trees of Thika which is a beautiful
and lyrical book.
Mount Kenya Safari Club in Nanyuki
(founded 1959) became a mecca for the
international jet set. The property sits on
the slopes of Mt Kenya. I have sat at the
bar and half expected William Holden
or Adnan Khashoggi to pop in. My
most intense memory is of discovering a
complete film studio on the grounds, and
walking around in the evening light alone.
However, this time I was set to visit the
Fairmont Mara Safari Club.
There are two Africas now. The average
age in Sub African Africa is 20. These folks
are all connected, surfing the now in a
way that is breathtaking. I work not more
than 10 minutes walk from the Norfolk.
It is urban, highly aspirational, tech savvy
(after all, Kenya was the laboratory that
gave birth to the mobile money sensation
M-Pesa], it’s a hub. The traffic can be
frightful but it’s on the move.
Nairobi has an edginess which can
become very intense. And as the year was
ending, I really wanted to step off the

train. I wanted to feel a different, more
ancient African pulse. We had been to the
Fairmont Mara five years ago.
I did not take the ‘ox-cart’ but an
aeroplane from Wilson. The airport was
once located on the outskirts of Nairobi
but today it is in the city. It is very retro
and has a style from a
bygone era, which is
to be treasured in this
21st Century of ours.
I find Wilson Airport
like a magic portal to
another world. My
entourage was myself,
my wife Nishet, my
mother-in-law Zubeida,
my teenage daughters
Aysha and Layla
and my five-year-old
Hannah. We watched
the city fall away
from view, crossed the
Rift Valley and then
there we were, safely
delivered into the hands
of Wilson Ruto Esquire.
We were welcomed
with eucalyptus-scented
towels.
The drive from the airstrip to the
Fairmont follows the Mara River and
we stopped to see some hippos and a
crocodile. I found our driver from five
years ago and I said “Hello Cosmos”.
Five years ago, we had stayed for just

two nights and we had seen all the animals
except an elephant. And then we heard
one on the mountain and for a split second
we saw a giant lone bull elephant. We
followed its trail for about 45 minutes and
it was as if it was just feet away, yet we
never saw it again. We heard it, we could
smell it but we never
saw it. It was eerie and
mysterious.
And so we all turned
to each other and said,
“He does not want to
be found.”
As I checked in,
overlooking the Mara
River, I listened to the
hippos. They have a
very masculine sound
and each time I heard
the chorus I felt like
Heathcliff. I wanted
to tear down the tent
flap or burst through
a closed door. Then
the hippos went quiet
for a while. Scientists
say there is a cosmic
background radiation,
a uniform sound that
emanates from the furthest reaches of the
universe. I felt myself listening for that riff.
We lazed in our tents. Each tent faces
the river and has a Maasai flavour. The
colours are ochre. The girls had enjoyed
their lunch, which is served by the pool.
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ELDER: The Maasai chief whose shared his
perspective on cows and marriage.
My daughters all have a sweet tooth and
the chocolate mousse was snaffled up.
I liked the salad bar which was quite a
smorgasbord. I like the spicier side of
life and lashings of balsamic vinegar and
chopped fresh chillies were a splendid on
point accompaniment to my salad. The
food and the service are first class. I was
trying to contain my excitement. We had
agreed with Wilson to depart at 3.30pm
on our first game drive.
The Mara has a beautiful landscape
that I have known since my childhood.
This time it had rained and the land was
green. You turn a corner and the landscape
changes. We turned another corner and
we met a fellow called Kariuki, who was
stuck in the mud. He really was a hale and
hearty fellow. We crossed his path several
times over the next few days and he was
always stuck!
Wilson was always very gracious and
rescued him again and again.
A little later Wilson said “look over
there”. We were a little distance from a
male lion. There were two of them in fact
and Wilson told us they were two brothers.
I am glad we met them first. There is surely
an etiquette in the Mara and I felt I was
following it. We were soon to meet the rest
of the family of two lionesses and their
cubs. Later, we followed the brothers as
they staked out their patch, which was the
essence of masculinity.
The national park is actually much
busier than the conservancy. We met the

