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A new retreat in the foothills of Mount Kenya
boasts just six rooms and incomparable
opportunities for game viewing, all with a
generous dose of luxury and good company.
Rosemary Behan reports

mm. Not sure about that company - think it might be a budget

outfit.” Mark Barrah, who has been helping to finish build So-

lio Lodge, Kenya's newest luxury safari lodge, is right. I've cho-

sen the no-frills route up and down Mount Kenva, complete
with a dodgy guide, overloaded porter and transfers by 10705 Land Rov-
ers. Yet, with a choice of either tents or freezing bunkhouses, 3am
starts, blisters, and no electricity, heating or showers, there is no luxury
way of elimbing Africa’s second-highest mounwiain. Ava Paton, the
newly appointed South African manager of Solio Lodge, ean only shud-
der when she drops me off in Nanyuki before the elimb. “You wouldn't
cateh me dead doing that,” she savs. “Rather you than me,”

When 1 emerge back in Nanyuki three days later, I've a world of sto-
ries to tell, of mice in the dormitories, backpackers with altitude sick-
ness, sleepless nights in sleeping bags, snowstorms at the summit and
a seven-hour soaking on the way down. And, of my guide’s deadly body
odour, which Ava gets a whifl' of when he hitehes a ride to nearby
Nyeri. There are also my feet, the heels of which have been literally
rubhbed raw by the wet hike down. Ava cringes when she sees them.

Yet none of this matters, becanse I've elimbed the mountain, dodged
death and am now on my way back to Solio, sandwiched between Mount
Kenya and the Aberdares mountain range on the Laikipia Plateau. There
is, of course, an easier way of getting here: daily scheduled flights from
Nairobi to Nanyuki, or, for private charters, Solio has its very own airstrip,

My distinetly unluxury-minded guide’s shared taxi system having
made us late, it's 5pm by the time we reach Nanyuki again, but Ava is
waiting, faithfully, in one of the lodge’s top-of-the-range Toyota Land
Cruisers. The cloudy skies mark the beginning of the November rains
and waler sluices against the side of the vehicle, “We need to go now
as they don’t like us being on that road after dark,” Ava says.

Big beasts Rhino el safety in the

[l Reserve, situated near Nyen between Mount Kenya and theaberdares National Park,
world's
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| perfectiservice, the most consummate sense
- of hospitality, a feast of the world'’s flavours

and not least, the richest palette of sports
« and festive activities you can dream of.

Savour the stylish luxury of Le Touessrok;

the brand new trendy vibes of Long Beach;
the relaxed colonial elegance of Sugar Beach
and the delights of tropical palm-grove at

La Pirogue in Mauritius and barefoot luxury

in true Maldivian style, at Kanuhura.

Five magical experiences; all different,
always exceptional.

Regional Sales and Marketing Office Middle East and GCC
sunresorts@insightsmec.com - Tel: +971 2 499 5613
sunresortshotels.com

“That road” is the road around the G8-square-
kilometre Solio Reserve, named aftera M
chief and one of east Africa’s largest rhino sanc-
tuaries, where armed guards and tough fences
protect 60 black and 158 white

nchers. These measures are not always sue-
cessful; a week before my visit, a rhino was
killed, its horn eut out ina gory mess like some-
thing out of a horror movie; one of the poachers
was caught, along with a G3 rifle,

Before that, there had been another incident in
August, and barely three weeks after 1 lefi, a
poacher was shot dead by guards. I thought he
deserved shooting. There's certainly something
of the Wild West about the big skies and sparse
landseape of undulating telegraph poles and oc-
casional roadside shacks that lank the northern
end of the sanctuary, yet this only serves to
heighten the sense of protection within it, We
pass through “Rhino Gate” and make our way
through grasslands and scrub, stopping in o
clearing just as dusk descends. The clouds have

a group of grazing white

other with a baby, not more

ing white rhino in three days, it feels like luxury
to see so many healthy specimens all at once,

nil this is Solio’s success, The world’s

first private rhino sanctuary, Solio

Game Reserve was started in 1970 when

Courtland Parfet, the owner af Solio
cattle ranch, fenced off o large section of land
and dedicated it to conservation: sinee then,

ful that rhino from

gradually on the rise again. Centres such as Solio

are privately funded and Solio Lodge, a brand new

collection of luxury cottages and the latest in the
Tamimi's group of properties (Girafte Manor, Sa-

saab and Sala’s camp) is seen as a way of helping
to secure the financial future of the sanetuary,

Ar -at the property for the first time four
days before, T was immediately levn mllllhrw i-
fortless blend of homeliness §

Now, I'm sure that I won't want to Ir.- i

miain building and five individual cottages have
beautifully thatehed roofs with wisps of smoke
coming from their fireplaces; inside, the main
building is open plan, with a glass rear leading
onto a broad terrace with views of Mount Kenya's
massive base and, when it s not obscured by
clouds, its tapered summits,

The property’s finish throughout is slick: in the
miin lodge, there's a bar and cosy sitting area to
the right, complete with a designer fireplace ¢
bound volumes of African wildlife on the coffee ta-
ble, There's a smart, intimate dining area at the
other end, and the cavernous space also honses a

nine level with a walkway out to an upstairs
terrace; aFain with views across the reserve to
Mount Kenya. It doesn’t feel like I'm in a wildlife
park but in a private home miles away from the
outside world. Which, it seems, is entirely the
point. The best thing, perhaps, is that a maximuom
of 12 people can enjoy the lodge at any one time,

Ava and 1 are joined for dinner by Mark, who
has been helping at the property and conducts
photographie safaris with several companies,
Mark’s father, it turns out, was the district game
watrden for the area when Solio was established
all those years ago, “In 1972 my father was posted
to Nairobi as chief game warden while the white
wardens were being replaced by African war-
dens,” he savs, “When his time came to be re-

ran povernment asked the British

government to keep him on as adviser to the chief

game warden, a job he held until 1992, This was
fantastic for my sister and [ as we spent our
childhood, when not in school, visiting and
camping in all the Kenyan parks and reserves.”
My eyes are starting to grow misty with such good
tood, company and a warm fire. My memory of the
three sleepless, freezing nights Uve just spent on
Mount Kenyva has begun to fade, "Actually, vou look
very well,” says Ava. “Tomorrow, we thought we'd
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take vou up to the Aberdares.” "Will there be
any walking?™ 1 ask. Ava looks incredulouns.
“Of course not!” 1t's as i she's read my mind.
While she could have simply sent me out with
one of her drivers around the reserve, she's
thought of how to get the most out of my two-
day stagy, with as little effort as possible re-
quired from my blistered feet.

ut first, 1o bed. And what a bedroom.
And bathroom. And fireplace. And
{in the morning) view. My cottage
has an open-plan living area and
bedroom, with fitted sisal carpets topped
with a well-edited selection of rugs, There's
a huge comfy bed with crisp sheets and fire-
place to take the chill off and thick curtains

to sereen the floor-to-ceiling glass windows
at night. About 90 per cent of the interiors
have been made in Kenya, The bathrooms
seem to go on forever - mine has the biggest
rainbath shower 1've ever seen and a Palazzo
bath from South Africa so big that it takes
more than halfan hour to fill. Uim in heaven.
The next morning, there's a polite knock
on the wooden door and coffee is delivered
to my room before breakfast. 1 open the cur-
tains and Mount Kenya is covered in mist.
Fog and dew cover the reserve, which un-
folds behind my cottage, and two beautiful
crowned cranes strut across my terrace, Af-
ter breakfast, it's back into the Land Croiser
tor Ava and Mark’s tour of the Aberdares
National Park, a 767-square-kilometre na-
tional park just 20 minutes down the road.
Inside the park, we're the only visitors.
We're accompanied by two of Salio’s young
guides, Amos and Blackie (his real name,
rather than some colonial hangover), fram
Naivasha and Samburu. Blackie sits on the
rool seat and acts as a spotter, We see a leop-
ard flash into the bushes ahead of us within
minutes, Soon we enter thick forest through a
track lined with ancient African rosewood
(hveenia ) trees, dressed with thick wisps of
old man's beard. As if wanting to blend in,
white-haired colobus monkeys hang from the
trees and, further along, we come across
herds of buftilo, waterbuck and elephant.
We drive along a saddle of alpine moorland
towards Satima peak, the highest point at
4,001m. Mark explains that this is one of Ke-
nya’s chief water sources, We stop at an idyl-
lic spot beside a stream near Chania falls,
Mark goes off to fish for trout while T walk
down to the falls, By the time 1 return, a
luneh spread has been laid out ona fold-up
table and I'm invited to sit ina picnic chair
and be waited on. There's quiche, cheese and
a delicions chicken-liver pité served with
fresh bread. The sense of silence and purity
iscomplete, though when Mark returns, he
regales us with o tale of the wife of a Europe-
an ambassacdor who was pounced upon onee
by a lion near where we are sitting. We are
safe, however, as lion, which had been intro-
duced into the park, have since been re-

miowved. Mark knows this park like the back of

his hand - on the way back down, he reveals
that his father was stationed here fighting
the Mau Mau rebels in the 19505, who based
themselves in the forests of the Aberdares
and Mount Kenya. “In quieter times my fa-
ther recruited some of the Mau Mau (rom
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THE WORLD'S FIRST PRIVATE
RHINO SANCTUARY, SOLIO GAME
RESERVE WAS STARTED IN1970

SOLIO LODGE, A BRAND NEW
PROPERTY IN THE TAMIMI PORTFOLIO,
ACCOMMODATES JUST 12 GUESTS

the prisons where they were detained after
the emergency o act as mame rangers in the
Aberdares, as it was generally accepted that
no one knew the forest quite like the old ter-
rorists,” Mark says. “1 was privileged
enough to have spent a great deal of time
with these same game rangers, Bill [Wood-
lew, the then warden of Aberdare National

*ark | and my father in the Aberdares, and
there was no animosity between them de-
spite them having fought each other.”

he following morning, ['m treated to
an equally bespoke safari through
the Solio Reserve, Back in the Land
Cruiser, we mike our way through
the acacia trees surrounding the property
and into the series of wooded thickets that
characterise the southern end of the reserve,
Thompson gazelles and impala scatter as we
approach, “Twenty, 30 or 60 female impalas
can be with just one male, but another can
take over so it will mate as mueh as it can,”
says Amos. “It's dangerous because mating
with so many [ femules] can make him weak.
Also, some males fall from the herd because
of stress, Always having to keepa look out
for danger means he doesn’t have time to
eat. A group of bachelors ean also charge
the group and can mate and then run away,”

We skirt an exquisitely green and wooded
swamp brimming with lilies, papyrus reeds
and swamp grass. Coypus are swimming in
the water and hamerkops and Asian bee-
eaters fill the trees. There are vellow-billed
ducks and spoonbill storks. I'm starting to
recognise a tiny fraction of the hundreds
of bird species listed in the book in my bed-
room and can’t help feeling how ignorant
we all are of the diversity in places such as
this — so ignorant that we hardly know
what's being lost,

We cross the swamp over a small bridge
and head up to the reserve’s high plains,
where we find big groups of both white and
black rhinos, zebras, giraffes and olive ba-
boons., [ask Amos why rhinos are labelled
“black™ and “white”, when they look pretty
much the same to the untrained eye. “1
think it’s because of the mouth,” Amos says,
“They have a wide mouth, nota white
mouth, They also have & hump, whereas the
black rhino are smaller, with a coneave
back.” Several huge rhinos look aggressively
at us. “Like lions, they have bad evesight,”
Amos says of the 2,6-tonne animals,

At the highest point of the platean we get
out of the vehicle for a tea break under o
huge blue sky filled with white clouds. The
sense of space is immense. Heading back to
the lodge via some more thickets, large
flocks of crown plovers congregate in the
grass and a Bateleur eagle swings overhead.

1 give silent thanks Edward Parfet, the
current owner of Solio Ranch, wheo could
have turned all this over to cattle but has
continued to let nature reign here,

Solio Lodge costs from USS620 (Dh2,277) per
person, per night, including all food, game
drives and most drinks (www.thesafaricollec-
tion.com). Kenya Airways (www.kenya-
airnways.com) flies direct from Dubai to Nairobi
from $469 (Dh1,720) return including taxes.
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