
Fifth Letter from Africa, Part 3: the Land of Motorcycles 

and Bananas - Tanzania 

 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! 

 

Tanzania 

Motorcyclists’ Mecca 

 

We are on the border of Tanzania and Malawi. There we meet a bunch of cyclists 

who are riding the route from Alexandria down to Cape Town with their bikes, 

covering a distance of 150 to 200 km every day. Both guys and girls, mostly 

Europeans, are a little dusty and tired, but full of determination. Hang in there! 

Formalities are completed, and, having successfully escaped from those who 

wanted to insure us once again, on the afternoon of March 22 we enter our 

eighth African country – Tanzania. From the very first moments, once we have 

crossed the border, two things are clear to us: this is the  land of motorcycles 

and bananas. All the roadsides are covered with bunches of green bananas, 

trucks are going back and forth, bikes and bicycles are chock-full of these fruits, 

which as it turns out are one of the staple foods for people in this country, just 

like bread is to Latvians. 

The other thing that definitely catches the eye in Tanzania is a large number of 

motorcycles or rather small bikes, if we compare them with ours. It appears that 

in the last few years a huge amount of compact bikes have been exported to this 

and some neighbouring countries from China and India. There is a whole lot of 

those bikes here – different types, different modes of use, common ones and 

also chopper and endure ones, but all having one feature in common: their 

engines are no larger than 125 ccm. As far as we get to know, the sellers 

managed to set the prices so that these toys are affordable to broad segments of 

the population, including less well-off groups of society. The motorcycle taxi or 

boda-boda movement is particularly widespread in Tanzania, unlike in the 

previously visited African countries. The boda-boda taxis are available anywhere: 

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


they can be found in bunches on every corner in the city, the rural village is 

swarming with them, and even the places which seem to be in the middle of 

nowhere have 3 to 4 boda-bodas standing around and waiting for the clients. 

Since these services are not expensive, they are used by everyone, big and 

small, men and women, wealthy and poorer folks. One passenger is not a 

mandatory standard here: sometimes there are two or three of them and then 

some child squeezed somewhere in between or carried on the back. And, of 

course, the presence of a million of such bikes in the traffic leaves its traces: 

there is a big hurly burly in the streets, the small bike can squeak in everywhere, 

thrust in between anything and be faster than any other vehicle in a traffic jam. 

We look with admiration on some of the bikes, especially the chopper ones – 

they seem so glamorous even without investing much money... 

 

Land of Wide Landscapes 

We enter Tanzania through the Malawi border post and we need to get to the 

road further to the west. To do that, we have to ride a bit to the northwest and 

then back to the south, almost all the way to the Zambian border. We turn on 

our helmet radios given to us by our supporter Bajtel and, riding our way this 

evening, both of us can’t stop admiring the wonderful natural landscapes that 

surround us – the majestic mountain ranges with large and fertile valleys in 

between, all adorned even more by the superbly beautiful sunset ... The only 

thing we should be aware of are the deep and angular ruts left by trucks in the 

asphalt that may unexpectedly spoil the joy of enjoying the sights. So we ride 

floating on air before we realize, once again, that the darkness is here and we 

haven’t found a suitable place to stay overnight. We have already turned to the 

necessary B8 road, which will take us 1,500 kilometres through the whole of 

Tanzania and we are beginning to wonder – where is the expected off-road 

terrain? Mārtiņš’s brother once took this road and told horror stories back home. 

Now the road is freshly paved and perfectly equipped with reflectors and other 

elements of road infrastructure, so we get a particularly positive first impression 

when driving in the dark. At one point we reach a section of the road where no 

one is hanging around on the roadside or driving in any of the directions, so we 

disappear in a lonely corn field. We put up our tents, and soon we fall into our 

first Tanzanian sleep... 

 

 

 



Lake Tanganyika and Latvians in this Corner of the World 

Early in the morning we wake up in this “lonely” place only to find out that the 

locals walk past the head of our tents in groups and one by one, some with a hoe 

over the shoulder, and others with a school bag. It turns out we have stayed on 

the side of a very lively path, which is a shortcut connecting the nearby village 

with the highway and the school. Funny enough, we’ve arranged our campsite 

almost in the school yard – we didn’t notice it 200 m away in the evening 

darkness. We stretch to the amusement of the passers-by, fold our tents and hit 

the road, because we have a lot of plans for today: to reach Lake Tanganyika 

and meet Latvian guys who informed us a few days ago that they are living and 

working in the neighbourhood. The first 200 kilometres or so bring us true joy, 

because the road is really perfect: it turns out this segment was completed only 

last year thanks to American aid. But then we pass a village and – here we go 

again – from this point on we can completely forget about asphalt for a few 

days... 

 

Water like Milk plus Sorbet 

From here, B8 at places turns into a road construction pit, where the fairly 

intensive traffic flow is happening without any rules and regulations, sometimes 

along a more or less potholed road with pavement surfacing from clay and sand 

to stones and mud. Naturally, our average speed plummets dramatically and we 

are happy that we have made all our plans for Kampala, which is almost 2,000 

km away, with some cushion of time. After spending a half-day sliding and 

bumping along on the clay and stones we reach a rather classy lakeside 

campground in the early afternoon. What has brought us here is one of the quite 

rare hidden geocaches placed in the western part of Tanzania. After we arrive at 

this fantastically beautiful and well-equipped place, meet the host of South 

African origin with a cold drink in his hand and learn that here we can get the 

Internet and a welding unit required for Andžs’ bike boxes, we promptly take a 

decision to stay at this place. 

Finally, we can spend a lazy half of the day in the African sun and soon we go for 

a swim in the water of Lake Tanganyika, which is warmer than milk. The locals 

say that one or two crocodiles wake up only towards evening – it’s too hot for 

them during the day. The mountains seen over the lake belong to Democratic 

Republic of the Congo, so now we can say that we have seen a bit of that 

country too. We feel like royals when we are served superb Mexican tacos and 

sorbet with local fruits for dessert right at the lakeside. It seems as if we were 



dreaming...;) This incidentally is the first ice cream, which we get to eat on the 

African continent after Cape Town – somehow the ice cream culture is not 

widespread here, which seems strange to us, because Africa is the perfect place 

where ice cream should be in the greatest demand. At least, we often get this 

feeling here in this heat. 

 

The Sand... 

The next morning we head for Mpanda, a town around 200 km away, where our 

fellow countrymen have been expecting us since yesterday. It takes us a good 

five hours to cover this distance by these roads, plus we spend one more hour 

putting Andžs back on the wheels. Something goes wrong in a very sandy place 

and he experiences the most serious fall so far on this trip: both him and his bike 

do quite a somersault. Broadly speaking, everything ends well, apart from a 

badly bruised elbow and a strained hip due to the unexpected splits, but at least 

nothing is broken. No tragic consequences for the bike either: it’s battered on 

both sides, the turning lights are damaged, the mirror has broken off and the 

whole box system welded yesterday has fallen apart again. Some duct tape, ties, 

a couple of screws and can drive on. One box, however, is no longer found on 

the side of bike, where it belongs, but tied on top of the bag.   

 

Latvian guys 

We reach the town of Mpanda in the middle of the jungle around midday, and 

Uldis and Mārcis greet us with a cold beer at their house. There’s no doubt – 

today we will stay here. It’s cool, because on the one hand our fellow 

countrymen seem not to get many visits by someone from Latvia, and on the 

other hand this will be one of the rare opportunities for us to spend time with our 

home people in Africa. Besides, Andžs’ bike needs some welding and other repair 

works done, and these guys are practical, just like Latvians are, and have all the 

necessary tools. Uldis is especially glad that now there are two KTM Adventure 

parked in his yard, because a similar iron horse is waiting for him in his faraway 

home in Sigulda. It’s only natural that we are on the same wave when speaking 

about bikes and other matters... 

Once again, we learn a lot of things about this area and people’s life in this 

corner of the world. And on top of that we get this information in pure Latvian. 

Mārcis has more experience with the countries in this region. Uldis joined him 

about three years ago and now both are building their mining business here in 

Tanzania. This is not a gold mine, but if you work hard enough and think out of 



the box, you can surely make money to provide for yourself and your family. We 

get to know lots of specific details about how it is to work with the locals and run 

a business in the African country. As far as we understand, it is important to find 

the correct approach and move forward with patience and perseverance. Then, 

sooner or later, it’s possible to come across a “piece of gold”...;) 

The afternoon and the evening have turned quite lively for us – we take care of 

the bikes, remembering at the same time that the gathering of the Latvians must 

definitely be celebrated. Since the repairs and conversations continue well into 

the night, we don’t feel like the freshest riders when we wake up in the morning. 

But in spite of everything, even the fact that it was raining at night and the roads 

are likely to be even worse than on the previous days, we are going to set out. 

Mārcis invites to visit him in the town of Kigoma on our way tonight, as it is there 

where his true home and family is. However, we say goodbye and set off on the 

road to our next destination in this leg of the journey, which is Kampala in the 

neighbouring country Uganda more than 1000 km from here, and have to make 

it there in two days. 

 

A Clayey Highway 

We get back on B8 “highway” and realize that after the night’s rainfall the clay 

road surface, which was relatively very good just yesterday, has turned into a 

slippery, unmanageable mess. After struggling for the first 20 kilometres, taking 

a number of tumbles and getting back in the saddle, a feeling of sadness 

descends upon us, as we realize that it will take us another week to cover the 

remaining segment of the road and we have to kiss goodbye to seeing our girls 

in Kampala. But as the day becomes warmer, the slippery spots on the road dry 

up a little bit and we can move forward at a speed of about 40-50 km per hour. 

Now things are starting to look more promising. 

Once again, we are surprised at the fact that even though the road runs through 

a complete jungle and sometimes there are no villages, nor even huts to be seen 

for dozens of kilometres, we notice someone from time to time walking along the 

roadside in either direction. Refuelling during this leg of the journey can be done 

only from the local dealers selling the fuel in plastic cans and bottles in the 

roadside huts. There are no conventional filling stations here. The endless dirt 

road goes on and on until late. At places, we can drive faster, but it’s still very 

tiring. Yet, we have to get ahead in any case. 

 

 



We are on Time! 

Only the next day, after riding for a good number of morning hours, we finally 

come to a junction where we get on the asphalt which we haven’t seen in a 

while. Although we do in fact like wilder places and harsher roads every now and 

then, after more than 1000 km of messy dirt roads and off-road terrains at some 

points, are very happy about this change, because we still have to cover nearly 

500 km and cross the border. We almost want to throw ourselves down on the 

knees and kiss this miracle – the ASPHALT! 

After a short while, we continue along the same B8, which now delights us with 

its relatively fresh surface in this section, so we go north to the border check 

point with Uganda. The assemblage of steep rocks on the roadside, which, as we 

think, are part of the Rift fracture on this side of Lake Victoria, are a relief to the 

eye. For a moment, the lake itself bursts upon our view – beautiful, wide, with 

many coves and mountainous shores. We don’t have time to stay here long 

though. Soon we reach the border, and this time the procedure is a bit longer 

and in addition to the carnet each of us has to pay a mystical customs duty of 

USD 20. And so we enter our ninth African country. 

We are surrounded by the bustling traffic of people and boda-bodas. There is a 

historical moment on our way, because we cross the equator, and in the evening 

of March 26 we reach Kampala, the capital of Uganda. We are on time! 

Tomorrow our girls and friends are arriving, and we can meet and greet them in 

a proper manner, but that's a story for the next letters ... 

During this leg of our journey, we have crossed three African countries which are 

called the heart of Africa for a reason, as people are very warm-hearted here. We 

have covered a total of nearly 4,000 kilometers along very different roads, 

starting from perfect asphalt to clayey mess where the fastest speed can be no 

more than 20 km/h. Among the most vivid memories that will stay in our hearts 

are the flight over Victoria Falls, Lake Malawi and the people around it, especially 

the amiable musicians, as well as Tanzania with its 1000 km off-road segment 

and the Latvian guys who we have met in the middle! 
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