
Fifth Letter from Africa, Part 2: With a Golden Visa to 

Malawi 

 By 2 Wheels 2 Capes, "Moto piedzīvojumu klubs ''"apPasaule'''', Latvija 

The plan: March 17-26, Zambia, Malawi and Tanzania, 3920 km. 

During the upcoming 10 days of our trip, we have to cross the next three 

southeastern African countries – Zambia, Malawi and Tanzania. The distance 

is not small; besides, we don’t really know what kind of roads we are going to 

drive on and we can only guess what adventures are in store for us on this 

route. One thing is certain though – on March 27 our beloved girls and some 

friends are set to arrive in the Ugandan capital Kampala, and we must not 

miss that! 

 

 Malawi 

 Golden Malawian Visa 

We are lucky to depart from Zambia very quickly, but unlucky to face 

problems when trying to enter Malawi. First of all, the border officials find in 

their lists that Latvian citizens must have their visas completed before arrival 

in the country, contrary to what we were told in the Malawian Embassy in 

South Africa. There is maybe a possibility to try and arrange something, but 

the officer with all the visa stickers is away and will not be here today. And, 

as a matter of fact, we have to go back now to Lusaka 600 km away to pick 

up some cover letter from the embassy in order to get the visa. We try out all 

our tools and notes that our Ministry of Foreign Affairs gave to us, but we just 

catch the wind in a net. Soon we realize the actual reason and receive an 

offer – they can write us some other cover letter for 24 hours, based on 

which they will let us into the country, and then we’ll have to go to the 

immigration service in the capital Lilongwe, where we will be issued the 

required visa. Although weird, but it seems to be the only option. And then 

they say that this is not something they are obliged to do, that they should 

actually send us back to Zambia, etc. and that we must grease their palm on 

the quiet. After haggling over the amount back and forth, we part from EUR 

50 which may not look like a huge sum, but our expedition is on a relatively 

small budget and each cent should be saved, so we get a somewhat 

unpleasant aftertaste when entering the country because of the border 

guards. Everything runs smoothly with the customs and the carnets, as usual, 

and we are in the seventh African country. Hello, Malawi!! 

 

https://europa.eu/eyd2015/en/latvia


 

 Roadside Hangout 

There are a little more than 100 km from the border to Lilongwe, but since we 

have wasted so much time at the border point, we are soon surrounded by 

the darkness right on the road. Malawian roads, both here and further on, 

have this feature that there is an almost constant movement of pedestrians 

and bicyclists along the roadside in both directions. It looks like thousands of 

people are walking around all the time and everywhere – in the villages and 

outside them. When the darkness comes down, these pretty dark people have 

a tendency to blend with the dark night and no one here has the luxury such 

as reflectors or flashlights, neither pedestrians nor cyclists. So these people 

are hardly visible on the roadsides, especially at times when the oncoming 

cars do not know how, or do not want, to switch off the high-beam 

headlamps. Thank God or whoever, we have reached the capital in the 

evening without hitting anyone and without getting hit ourselves. Once in the 

city, we go straight to the backpackers’ hotel recommended by Garmin, which 

turns out to be quite a lovely place to meet tomorrow when we are planning 

to settle some issues in the capital. We get a small wooden hut right next to 

the pool and the next morning begins for Mārtiņš with an elegant swim. 

Lilongwe, just like the previous African capitals, does not stand out with any 

special appeal, so we quickly settle our visa issues in the morning (so far this 

is the most expensive visa – USD 70 each), claim back Andžs’ credit card 

swallowed by the ATM on the previous evening, withdraw some money and 

head for the countryside. Before we leave the city, we drive up to the local 

scout camp, where someone has placed the first Malawian geocache for 

Mārtiņš – the people welcome us in a very friendly way and we 

make a record in their huge guest book and put our sticker 

there. And so we will give regards from the Malawian scouts 

to the Latvian schoolchildren. 

 

 Collective Violation 

 

Our goal for today is to reach Lake Malawi, but for starters, together with 

Garmin, we choose the seemingly large M7 road across the mountains. At the 

beginning, the asphalt is good, so we rush forward at a high speed and 

attract the attention of police officers who claim that we have overtaken the 

trucks going uphill in the place where the carriageway is separated by a solid 



line. We beg them to give as a warning, but a policeman argues that have 

deliberately committed a collective violation, i.e. both our bikes have made an 

overtake. If it were just one, they could have forgiven us, but we can’t get 

away with this violation, and at least one of us has to pay a USD 10 

equivalent in local cash. Andžs is considered a worse wrongdoer because he 

was blindly following Mārtiņš, so he goes and pays. Yes, here in Malawi our 

money somehow flows right in the hands of the officials – up until now not a 

single police officer from any country has squeezed anything out of us. They 

just greeted us and waggled their finger at us a couple of times... 

Just as we have predicted, the mountain road turns into a winding dirt road, 

which can only be called a clayey path at places. Along the way, we stumble 

on a village which is suddenly swarming with local bikes, and there is even a 

bike repair shop. When we pull over, a huge crowd gathers looking at us in 

wonder and ready to help us fix our bikes. But we are good, and soon we are 

back on the road. 

 

 Tobacco Land 

 

In a small faraway village where we stop for a cola, we are somewhat amused 

by a well-oiled local master of facial expressions who is trying to extort some 

money out of us so hard, but so to no avail that even all other locals start 

laughing. This is the first place where we notice kilns for curing tobacco 

leaves and we will see quite a few of such kilns on the way, because, as it 

turns out, tobacco is one of Malawi’s major export commodities and an 

economic pillar in general. 

When the dusk falls, we ride off this hilly M7 road and stumble upon the gate 

to a national park where a guy with a Kalashnikov is unwilling to let us in, 

because it’s not allowed, it’s too late and so on, but we have no other option 

to proceed further. So we hold ground and get the gate opened for us. The 

guy is mumbling something about dollars, but we pretend that we don’t hear 

him and off we go. When we enter the park, complete darkness surrounds us 

and later we get told that various dangerous animals, such as elephants, lions 

and other beasts, could be lurking around this place at night. Luckily, after 

covering 30 km to the second gate, we are still alive, kicking and unbitten. 

There again the guys do not understand how we have entered the national 

park with bikes, and now the gate is closed, the boss has the key and nobody 

knows where he is. We get a feeling that the guys want to squeeze something 



out of us, but when they see that we don’t give in to provocation and are 

looking how we can detour around the gate by taking a nearby path despite 

their Kalashnikovs, the key is suddenly found and we are released from the 

captivity of the park. 

 

 Sigmund, a Malaria Expert 

Soon we reach a lakeside village, buy some sort of roadside doughnuts and 

water and go to put up our tents along a mapped trail, which seems to lead to 

the shore. At the end of the road Garmin also displays a lodge or a hotel 

called Satina Inn. On the fly, we drive into the yard, on the fly we order two 

bottles of Malawian beer and our legs bring us onto the balcony with views 

over the lake at night. This moment perfectly coincides with a call from 

Kurbulis, a show on radio SWH. After the hard day, Mārtiņš happily chats with 

radio listeners in Latvia, reclining at ease in a comfortable armchair 

overlooking Lake Malawi. In a while, the hotel owner Sigmund, a German 

from South Africa, joins us with exciting stories about this land and a good 

offer for a room. So we won’t need our tents tonight... 

There is also a couple from Denmark staying here at the moment. It turns out 

that the guy has all the symptoms of the onset of malaria, and Sigmund is 

quite knowledgeable about these things. He takes the best possible care of 

the sufferer, and when he joins us again for a beer, our conversation 

naturally flows to malaria and other diseases and miseries in this area. His 

story about what malaria is and what should be done in this respect, including 

the adverse effects of the so-called preventive tablets, keeps both of from 

continuing to take our weekly malaria pills. Malaria should be handled 

differently: it is important to recognize the symptoms in a timely manner, and 

then it can be cured with medicines available here in just three days. We will 

hear the same argument from other locals several times later on, so now we 

also have our own view on the issue. 

 

        The Charming Lake Malawi 

 

We have planned our further journey so than it runs as close as possible to 

Lake Malawi, which is actually the country’s biggest charm and wealth. This 

lake, which is one of the deepest and cleanest lakes in Africa, is a formation 

in the southern end of the Rift fracture. The lake is home to a large number of 

fish and a variety of other water animals, and therefore one of the main food 



sources, not only for those living by the lake, but for the whole country. Over 

the lake, we can see the mountain ranges on the Mozambican side, and the 

lakeside roads here, on the Malawian coast, sometimes turn to very beautiful 

mountain spiral roads. Here and there, we go through coastal fishing villages 

where we stop to enjoy some fish and observe the fishing techniques used by 

the local fishermen to obtain the delicious lake food. Sometimes, we stop to 

talk with the fishermen, armed with nets and large lamps for night fishing, 

who have just disembarked from a boat. A bunch of children are hopping 

around us and performing all possible pirouettes when jumping into the water 

in our honour – from the coast, from the boats and what not. We notice in the 

background that the village ladies have gathered for their morning bathing 

procession. They are completely ignoring us and our cameras and are walking 

topless along the lake shore. 

We spend one more night on the lakeside in a rather expensive, but not very 

cosy campground where we expected to have a good Internet (for a fee). 

When we try to connect, the owner, who is a Dutchman, realizes that it would 

not be good to ask us to pay for this sluggishness. But there is also good 

news – the campsite has its own beach and we get a chance to splash in the 

water of Lake Malawi at sunset. That night, we go out to the local village and 

enjoy the perfectly cooked Chambo fish in a newly established roadside 

tavern. They also serve us a large plate with dried Usipa fish 

as an appetizer. Tasting this fish was one of tasks given to 

us the by schoolchildren. Deliciously fulfilled ...;) 

 

Bicycle Culture 

Malawi is clearly a bicycling superland. In addition to the non-stop intensive 

two-wheel movement 

along the roadside, every self-respecting village also has bicycle taxi. They 

are not just common bikes, but proper Erenpreiss-style bicycles featuring 

additional pannier racks with upholstery for passenger comfort. In some 

villages, this bicycle taxi culture has evolved even further. The bicycles are 

lavishly decorated; here and there we even get notice of the Latvian flag 

colours. Some handlebars are fitted with a mini boombox which plays the 

pedaller’s favourite tunes from a SD card. The colourful and noisy bunches of 

bicycle taxi drivers can usually be found hiding in the middle of the village, in 

the shade of some large tree where we also stay for a short rest. Then we 

shoot a greeting for Latvian cycling fans. 



 

Singing Malawi 

Riding along an eye-filling mountain track, we approach the end of our 

Malawian saga – the border with Tanzania. But before departing from this 

land, we manage to experience two more musical adventures 

that perfectly match the main task given to us by the 

schoolchildren – to look up Malawian musicians, because this 

land is very musical. After a highway spiral, we nearly bump into an 

operator with a large camera on a tripod, who is filming ladies singing on a 

hill... almost from the middle of the road. It turns out that the choir from a 

nearby village church makes a recording of the Easter songs here and their 

plan is to record the disc and give it away to the churchgoers. Soon after we 

pull over for a moment to watch this, we get engaged in the common song 

and dance, and now we’ll be the Easter stars in this area. It must be said that 

this is the first officially issued album for both for us...;) 

Karonga, a border town, has yet another musical surprise in store for us. The 

owner of the yesterday’s pub with delicious fish, has heard of the task given 

to us by the schoolchildren and promptly called his friends in this town. So 

when we are at the gas station, we are greeted by Noah and another local 

young guy who take us to the town’s music college. There we have a meeting 

arranged with Lusubilo Band composed of pretty professional musicians. They 

are the stars of the entire neighbourhood and maybe even the whole Malawi. 

The band consists of about 20 people, of whom more than ten guys and one 

lady have arrived today for this quickly arranged meeting. They play different 

music from afro jazz quite similar to rock to traditional Malawian songs. 

A special concert just for two of us and our cameras is held, during which 

they play songs of different genres and all those present are dancing. They 

play really great and we are totally delighted, all the more so when at the end 

they drag us into the whirlpool of Malawian dance. At the end of the concert, 

both of us are given the newest DVDs of the band, and in exchange we share 

our expedition stickers with everyone who has come to the gathering and 

give a promise to one another to keep contacts on the Internet – who 

knows, maybe someday we will organize a concert tour 

through Latvian schools for this group, because it is the 

schoolchildren who have sent us here. We can’t stop smiling when 

rushing towards our new adventures with our helmets on – our memories of 



this place and these great and talented young people are so warm and 

pleasant...;)) 

     To be continued. 

 

Originally published: 
https://europa.eu/eyd2015/en/latvia/stories/motoekspedicija-malavija 


