
Kayaking in Angola 
 
Zenze river day trip ~40km from Luanda, Angola. The Zenze eventually flows into the Bengo 
river via a series of swamps and lakes to sea. Smallish river strong current, but flat water, 
easy downriver paddling. Trip length ~18km. 
  
Planned the trip using a variety of outdated maps and google earth images. Pretty much a 
scratch group: two experience kayakers, one ex-outward bound instructor and me, the short 
fat bloke. We picked out a spot East of the main dam, got our vehicles safety checked and 
headed out. On arrival we discovered that not having a relief map was a mistake: the obvious 
launching point on the map was in fact on top of a small cliff. So we drove into the nearest 
village, suspecting they'd need river access to wash clothes. After some heated negotiations 
surrounding access, permits, our requirement to phone ahead (if this village had a phone I am 
Brad Pitt), we offered pencils, paper and drawing materials for the village school and were 
promptly led to the river and introduced to the village headman. 
  
The local kids were pretty interested to see a bunch of clearly depressed chaps wh'd come all 
this way to drown themselves in their river. In terms of kit, we had a mixed bag of sit-ons, sea-
kayaks and a river kayak. They'd clearly never seen anything as ridiculous as our attempts to 
launch of a small mud bank, complete with cameras, lunchbags, suncream, GPS, 
spraydecks, an ITN newscrew, the crew of the HMS invincible etc. They were particularly 
impressed when one of us capsized the canoe in two feet of water before we'd even started. 
They could spot a pro outfit when they saw one. 
  
Once we got going the sun was hot, the vegetation lush and the area more deserted than our 
previous foray near Caetete on washday. We came across a fair number of weaverbirds, date 
vultures (a type of eagle I'm led to believe) and some giant kingfishers, so the twitcher 
amongst us was delighted. After that we met a chap on a banana boat. He was polling a 
dugout canoe (you see a fair number of these all made to more or less identical plans) upriver 
to bring bananas to some kind of still, run by some local women and kids. We were told the 
stuff was 45% by volume, so stayed well clear: our on the spot industrial chemist advised 
against a free sample with talk of blindness. You put people off things with that sort of talk. 
  
By now it was hot & we're a pretty unfit bunch, so put in for a spot of lunch at a convenient 
landing spot. Within a few minutes the chap on the banana canoe had drifted back downriver 
(the current was pulling ~3km/hour measured by GPS) to find a clueless bunch had blocked 
his landing site. Realising we'd caused a bit of jam, we made a quick human chain to pass 
him the rest of the bananas, and he headed off reasonably pleased. 
  
The afternoon was some good downriver paddling on flat water, the main issue was the sun, 
we were all pretty overheated and burnt despite suncream and water. Got back to the exit 
point we'd recce'd on the way up, where again the local kids were pretty interested in what we 
were up to. Loaded up the 4x4s and drove back only to encounter a 90 min traffic jam on the 
way into town, some things really are the same everywhere. 
  
Angola has a good variety of rivers to experiment on, as well as some good surf kayaking 
potential South of Luanda and sea kayaking around Mussulu island. 
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