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RUPI MANGAT takes a leisurely trip across the lake the golden beaches on Rusinga Island

Finally at 6 pm we leave the colourful pier at Luanda, where the local Luo

fishing boats are anchored for Mbita Point. The cars are reversed onto the

deck of the ferry and it begins to slip away from the land. The massifs

surrounding Africa's largest lake are outlined against the soft light of the

late evening. There's Rusinga island, Mfangano island, Naya hill and many

more.

A tiny stone islet is full of cormorants with no room to budge. We get out of the car to stand on the upper deck of the ferry in order to enjoy the breeze and the wide panoramas. The captain, Eric Imbunyi handles the ferry, Mv. Uzinza with expert ease across the 10km stretch to reach the pier at Mbita.

With no luggage, the check in at the beautiful Lake Victoria Safari Village

is fast. Since the decision to sail on to Mbita rather than drive 100 km

back to Kisumu was instant, we buy the essentials - toothpastes and

toothbrushes at the roadside kiosk in Mbita.

The safari village is lit using lanterns and we're met by Balacka Onyango, the cheerful manager. His sunny spirit is infectious and soon we're settled in and sipping cold beer by the shores of the lake. It's too dark to really see anything except the rondavels sitting on the lawns which are a delight - round, with high-thatched roofs and private balconies facing the lake. There are only two of them - each with two ensuite bedrooms. The village is a gem of a find. We dine on fresh tilapia before hitting the sack only to be awoken by the cry of the fish eagle in the first light of the day.

My room is the 'balakwasi' - the local word for the fish eagle.

Pulling the curtains apart, the view outside is superb - the lake spread out to infinity - blue with a brush of the rising sun, a perfect green lawn dotted with yellow-bark acacias and a strip of a golden beach with a boat anchored by it. It's a dazzling way to start the day - a stretch and a barefoot walk on the beach with the pied kingfishers diving into the lake and the grebes and cormorants swimming and flying by the lake, and the smaller, colourful birds flitting around the garden.

Breakfast is laid out under the shade of the acacia. Balacka volunteers to show us around until lunch time when his next batch of visitors arrive.

Of course we didn't see him at night but walking to the car, a statue of a happy god stands by the entrance. He's the laughter god of the Luo and he is believed to be roaming along the lakeshore at night and bestows good luck to anyone who meets him - maybe we did perchance upon him for the day passes beautifully.

Mbita Point is a lakeside town with fishing as the main activity. It's a motley of dusty murram roads with a lot of character thanks to the local people. It houses the International Centre of Insect Physiology and Ecology (ICIPE) with interesting research going on all the time to find solutions to pest control.

We drive across the causeway which joins Mbita Point to Rusinga Island.

There's a busy bus station at Mbita before the causeway and hawkers selling

Anything from paddling oars to fishing nets, mitumba, crockery, fish and vegetables. It's a colourful scene. Balacka shows us the other hotel by the bus stop which belongs to them. The rooms are comfortable and built around a courtyard full of plants and paw paw trees.

The drive across the causeway takes only a few minutes and we're onto Rusinga Island, the birthplace of the late son of the nation, Tom Mboya and centuries before him, our common ancestor Proconsul africanus whose fossils were excavated by the Leakeys.

Blue waters surround the island. The green hill of Ligongo, the tallest massif on the island stands surrounded by cultivated fields and Luo homesteads. There's been a drought this year and the fields are dry. Beaches dot the island, most of them busy fishing points with the tiny silver fingerlings the 'omena' laid out to dry in the sun. Hawks, sacred ibis, egrets and other opportunistic birds try to snatch a morsel of the fish much to the chagrin of the old woman.

From a settlement that speaks of centuries, Rusinga island has a tree cover of about 10 per cent. A fenced plot sits by the beach and we see others on the island - some with tree saplings and some waiting to be planted. The islanders have embarked on an ambitious project to make the island green by planting 1.5 million trees which will raise the tree cover to 45 per cent.

Our last stop is at Tom Mboya's mausoleum. The brick rondavel where the grave of the famous son of the island lies, is locked. The mausoleum sits high on the lakeshore on the family land. It's quiet with little to tell of the man within. A young man greets us and tells us a bit of the man and the collection of memorabilia that belonged to the late Mboya.

It's nearing lunch time and we don't want to miss the 2 O'clock ferry back to Luanda. We buy packed lunch - fried tilapia, sweet potatoes, sukuma wiki and dash to the pier. True to time, the little white ferry chugs to port and we enjoy our lunch up on the deck.

Fact File

Stay at the Lake Victoria Safari Village. It's true value for money.

There's so much you can do from there besides just lazing in the gardens.

You can go bird watching, fishing, sail to the uninhabited islands of Mbisa

full of birds, crocodiles and monitor lizards. You can also drive to Ruma National park, the park sitting in the Lambwe valley and see the last of the roan antelope before they become extinct. There may just be fewer than 50 of this lot left in the entire world - and this is an antelope that until mid last century had a territory that reached the Maasai Mara. What can we do to save our

disappearing species?

Contact Lake Victoria Safari Village email:bredo@iconnect.co.ke tel: 254

385 22182 or 254 721912120 email: safarivillage@safarikenya.net

