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CHRIS OWENS’ ADVENTURES FOR TRANSAID – TANZANIA, JUNE 2015 

 
I would like to extend my sincere thanks to you and the many generous contributors who made last 

week’s cycle challenge across Africa all the more worthwhile. I know I only cycled across a tiny part 

of Tanzania but it really did feel as though I’d cycled the length of the African Sub Continent! 

 

My journey started with an overnight flight from Heathrow to Nairobi followed by a shorter flight to 

Kilimanjaro Airport which I had imagined was pretty close to Mount Kilimanjaro but despite this it 

still took another 90 minutes transfer in an aging severely overloaded Toyota Coaster to reach our 

starting point on the foot hills of the great mountain. 

 

 
 

Immediately upon our arrival we were fed and were soon being fitted for our best friends, bikes, for 

the next 5 days. This was followed by a short ride to a local waterfall which was my first taster of 

what was to come. Despite being an avid cyclist and having completed a number of previous cycle 

challenges, I was completely unprepared for the effects of tiredness and altitude on my cycling 

ability, we only covered 7 km and it was exhausting! 

 

 

Day One 

Day one of our challenge saw us up before daylight, 5am, I hadn’t realised there were two 5 o’clocks 

in one day but this was to be our start time every day for the rest of the week. After a meagre 

breakfast we cycled around the foot of Mount Kilimanjaro from Moshi to Rongai, a busy departure 

point for walkers attempting the mountain. We only covered 40 miles but ascending some 4,000 

feet at this altitude was quite difficult. 

 

I found day one far more difficult to deal with emotionally than physically which was much of my 

experience of the whole week, we passed through some of the most beautiful scenery in the world, 

deep rain forest, lush vegetation, views across the plains below and yet we also cycled through some 

of the poorest villages imaginable. Adults and children alike wearing charity clothing that obviously 

harked back to the 70’s along with hundreds of motorcycles providing local taxi services. Despite all 

this what struck me most was how incredibly friendly everybody was which was just as well when 

even the 10 year olds were walking around with machetes! 
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Day Two 

Day two saw another early start with us leaving relatively comfortable surroundings for a long day 

on the bike, 50 miles this time and again ascending some 3,700 feet, which is like riding up mount 

Snowdon. At the end of day two we found ourselves in the camping in a farmer’s field overlooking 

the Rift Valley, what a fantastic view but not the ideal conditions for an old bloke like me to rest his 

weary bones. I haven’t slept in a tent for what must be 40 years and I certainly hope it’s another 40 

before I do it again! 

 

I found day two far more pleasurable, apart from the heat and altitude that is, as I discovered that 

most challengers had experienced the same emotional rollercoaster the previous day, initially 

experiencing abject poverty but then realising that it is all purely subjective and these local folk were 

in fact far happier than most of us supposed civilised westerners! The one thing that really hit me 

was the lack of industrial development and how incredibly repressed their social development was, 

tiny children pushing ancient bikes laden with water carriers ambling the roadside then women 

carrying sacks of kindling for miles along deserted roads. It is no wonder that folk are happy, they are 

not dissatisfied with life and constantly aspiring for more, life is simply about survival. Whilst this 

may sound dramatic for many in the developing world life is simply about providing clean water, 

heat and food for the family. 
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Day Three 

Day three saw us leaving the mountains and descending across the Rift Valley from Mount 

Kilimanjaro to Mount Meru, this was a journey of 66 miles with again some 3,000 feet of climbing 

making our way across to the bustling city of Arusha.  

 

Day three was by far our hardest day with searing heat, big hills, frighteningly large foot prints and 

sand storms, certainly not what I’m used to cycling around Wales! That said the people we met 

along the way were equally friendly such as the Masai farmer from the rift valley with 200 head of 5 

wives who told me his wives caused him far more trouble than the 200 head of cattle! 

 

Day three really brought home to me the value and real need for much of Transaid’s work in the 

transport sector of East Africa. Tanzania is fortunately a very stable community and has excellent sea 

connections leading from Dar es Salaam to the East although to the West there are the land locked 

developing countries of Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, Congo, Zambia and Malawi many of who are 

supplied by vital good and trading links via Tanzania. Transaid have with the assistance of various 

benefactors such as Stagecoach, who have provided a driver trainer in Dar es Salaam for about 3 

years now, have been educating drivers, mechanics, operators and driver trainers about the 

importance of improving road safety. More people are killed as a result of road traffic accidents in 

East Africa than any other disease, illness or drought, so road safety is of vital importance and having 

cycled on their roads I can certainly vouch that much needs to be done! 

 

Anyway there I am cycling up a hill on the way to Arusha, the hill turned out to be nearly 10 miles 

long and climbed about 1,500feet, I’m nearing the summit of the climb when a Tanker passes me 

and the driver as so any do was leaning out the window saying “Pusha Pusha” or something like that 

which in Swahili means faster faster, cheeky bugger I thought. Shortly after I’m catching up with said 

tanker which has pulled into a layby shortly ahead, the passengers is getting out of the cab and 

placing a wheel chock behind the back wheel to ensure the tanker doesn’t roll back down the hill 

and once it was secured the driver released the foot brake and got out of the cab. As you can 

imagine I found the wheel chock quite concerning but sensible but the driver was 14 perhaps 15 

years of age. I get talking to the driver, these Tanzanians like talking even more than me, and he tells 

me he has been driving for 2 days solid from Dar es Salaam and that is why he has the young boy 

with him to take the wheel when he’s feeling tired. They were swapping over as there was always a 

police check over the other side of the hill and sure enough there was. My major concern was that 

the tanker without a handbrake and with a 14 year old driver was an LPG Tanker, but for the grace of 

god goes I sprung to mind, or similar! 
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On speaking with Transaid staff this is a major problem in East Africa, most older drivers take young 

lads along to share the burden, this practice may have been acceptable when the roads of the sub-

continent were mere mud tracks and the average speed was governed by the beast of burden 

lumbering along in the lead. Today following huge amounts of European aid their roads are of a 

fabulous quality and now these lads are driving tankers of LPG at break neck speeds because you can 

rest assured they don’t have speed limiters fitted! 

 

 

 

Day Four 

Day four was one of contrast once again as we left the bustling city of Arusha heading towards Lake 

Manyara, a journey of 70 miles and just slightly under 2,000 feet of climbing. 

 

The day was really quite pleasant, if 70 miles under the baking African sun perched on an inch wide 

sadly can be termed as pleasant! This was the first time that I had for 5 days come across what I 

think of as a coach, and to be honest I wish I hadn’t. Referring back to my earlier comments 

regarding the fabulous quality of the roads in Tanzania, I was truly shocked at the total lack of care 

shown by the Tanzanian intercity express driver to any other motorist. The speed these coaches 

travel at is absolutely terrifying, and why we bother worrying about adblu and catalytic converters 

when these vehicles are pouring out black noxious vapours as they attempt to break the land speed 

record for a decidedly dodgy sleeper cruiser beggars belief, especially when you consider that the 

Masai still live a nomadic lifestyle across the Mara and think nothing of herding their vast herds of 

goats & cattle across these rather strange & inconvenient strips of tarmac! 

 

 
 

 

Day Five 

Day five saw us leaving the plains around Lake Manyara National Park and climbing towards 

Ngorongoro, in around 30 miles we climbed 4,500 feet leading us towards the entrance of the 

Ngorongoro Crater and our challenges ultimate end. 

 

I found day five incredibly emotional, I’m not normally given to bouts of emotion but my arrival at 

the entrance to the park saw me telephoning home and struggling to speak to my wife. This was the 

culmination of several months of preparation and trepidation, I had been encouraged to sign up to 

this African Challenge whilst enjoying a beer or two whilst undertaking my Presidential duties at 

Euro Bus Expo last year, it was hard to imagine then that I would embark on what would soon be 

one the most humbling and emotional experiences of my life!  
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And so it was over 

And that was pretty much the end of my African adventure, over a period of five days, accompanied 

by 32 other challengers I cycled some 250+ miles and ascended some 17,000 feet. 

 

Upon returning home to the UK, I was absolutely thrilled to have received such generous donations 

to Transaid via my Virgin Money page many of whom came from both friends and colleagues across 

the industry. 

 

As a challenge group we have so far managed to raise some £120,000 in support of Transaid, 

personally through personal donations and corporate sponsorship I have raised just over £3,500 as 

well as paying the £2,300 entrance fee myself, I never like the thought that people are paying for my 

holiday! 

 

So once again may I take this opportunity to thank you for your fabulous support without 

which last week would have been just an expensive week in the saddle☺  

 

 

Chris Owens 

June 2015 


