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They were done by a hunter-gatherer community and some date back 4,000 years 
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It's a lake of a thousand and one lanterns. As darkness descends, draping the vistas in its mantle, all you see is the lake's shoreline and the dark figure of Rusinga. "I want to show you something now," says Odd Bredo of Lake Victoria Safari Village at Mbita Point. We get into his car and drive up the dusty road to the top of a hill. Bredo stops the car and we turn around to look at the lake. It's simply breathtaking. The whole lake is lit with floating lanterns.

"Those belong to the fishermen," explains Odd. "They are fishing for omena." Omena is a tiny, silver fish, a staple of the people around the lake. The sight is awesome and we stand transfixed, watching the lights on the lake and the constellations of stars above. Interestingly, the boats are invisible. 

"It's a cycle of life," Bredo continues. "The so called dust devils  are lake flies which breed in the lake. Just before the rains there are masses of them." It's true. They are all over the lake towns during the day and if you leave your windows open at night, they invade your space. But the tiny flies are harmless, and the best thing to do is just get used to them. The omena feed on the flies and the fishermen come out with their nets at night to catch the fish.
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We return to the Lake Victoria Safari Village late at night and climb the stairs to the lighthouse. The view of the lake from this height is similar to the one from the hilltop, an expanse of floating lights.

The Lady Viking, the boat built by Bredo and his artisans, is back after a full day on the lake the previous day. It's  fashioned like the local Luo's fishing boats. We set sail first to the twin islands of Mbasa, one with a pointed peak and the other like a flattened cake.

"We'll sail around them in a the form of a figure of eight," Bredo suggests. "The islands are gazetted as bird sanctuaries and nobody lives on them."

"A few years ago, l had sailed around the islands and seen a crocodile swim under our boat in the crystal clear water and head for a hidden opening through the foliage," I recall.

There aren't any crocodiles left here," replies our host. "Are you sure it wasn't a monitor lizard?" I feel quite nostalgic that l may have seen the last of the crocodiles in the area but where the humans advance, wildlife loses out.

The islands are noisy, with branches full of cormorants and egrets and huge monitor lizards sunning themselves on the hot rocks. One swaggers to the shore flicking out its slim tongue. A pair of African fish eagle scan the surrounding from their high perches.

"The islands are bird sanctuaries but the fishermen have been cutting the branches." He points to a tree which shows signs of recent cutting. 

We sail on past the smaller islands to reach the huge Mfang'ano island not far from the Ugandan border. Our guide, Joseph Ogongo, is waiting for us at his fishing village. We have to sail a short distance away to reach one of the rock sites.
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The island is green and lush compared with mainland and Rusinga. Some of the local women are washing their clothes while the children play about. We climb out of Lady Viking and begin a short climb uphill, with the lake flies for company. Through the scrub and the thickets  we smell the cool air of the cave before we even see it.

"This is called the Mawanga rock site," Ogongo explains. "Mawanga means place of caves."

The cave looks like a gigantic open clam opening to the lake. The blue of the water is intense from the cave. Then we see the geometric rock painting on the cave walls. The concentric circles on the walls are aged between a 1,000 and 4,000 years.

Reading through the guide book titled The Rock Art and other Attractions of Suba District published by the Trust for African Rock Art (TARA), the paintings were done by the Twa people, a hunter-gatherer group related to the pygmies of the eastern Congo. The paintings may have been used for rain-making, the red paintings representing the moon and the white ones the sun. Similar ones exist in eastern Uganda, 200 kilometres from Suba district. Rock art represents the earliest culture and a historical record of humans. 

There's the option of going to Kwitone, the other rock art site on the island, but it's an hour and a half climb and with the intense heat, midday sun and lake flies, we opt for lunch aboard Lady Viking, leaving Kwitone for another time.

Fact File

Stay at the Mbita Point Safari Village. All the excursions to the islands and further afield can be arranged from the Lake Victoria Safari Village. It's a beautiful lodge and very economical. You can visit Ruma National Park and the island from the Safari Village. For directions, take the road to Bondo from Kisumu, turn off at Ndori before Bondo. There are no signs to Luanda Kotieno but keep to the main dusty road and keep asking. About two hours later you should arrive at the fishing port. The ferry timings are very strict: 8am  and 11am and 3pm and 6 pm. The ferry leaves from Mbita one hour earlier on each trip. The fares are Ksh.500 for vehicle plus driver and Ksh.60 per person and Ksh.30 for children.

The sacred island of Nzenze lies directly opposite the Mawanga cave.  Nobody is allowed on it save the Wasamo clan of the Abasuba tribe. The Wasamo, originally from Uganda, believe that the island will follow them on their migrations and, therefore, also call it the floating island. Nzenze means grandfather and that Wasamu was the original person who made rain in that place. Nzenze is the granary of Mfangano island for when the rains fail there is always food on Nzenze. On the peak of Nzenze is said to be a shrine guarded by a python. 

Contact: Tel: 254 059 22182; 0722 792394/0721 912120. E-mail: safarivillage@safarikenya.net

For more on TARA call 254 (0)20884467 or email: tara@africaonline.co.ke
