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your experiences with the most  
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12 seconds.
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How to Use This Book

Look for these symbols to quickly identify listings:

These symbols give vital information for  
each listing:

 Must-visit recommendation

 Sustainable or green recommendation
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SURVIVAL GUIDE
Your at-a-glance reference
Vital practical information 
for a smooth trip.
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  Electricity

220V/230V/50Hz

  Embassies & 
 Consulates
  It’s important to realise what 

your own embassy can and 

can’t do to help if you get into 

trouble. Remember that you 

are bound by the laws of the 

country you are in and this is 

very much the approach your 

embassy will take. Your em-

bassy will not be sympathetic 

if you end up in jail after com-

mitting a crime locally, even if 

such actions are legal in your 

own country.
 In genuine emergencies 

you might get some assist-

ance, but only if other chan-

nels have been exhausted. 

For example, if you need to 

get home urgently, a free 

ticket home is extremely 

unlikely – the embassy 

would expect you to have 

insurance. If you have all 

your money and documents 

stolen, it might assist with 

getting a new passport, but a 

loan for onward travel will be 

out of the question.
 Some embassies used 

to keep letters for travel-

lers or have a small reading 

room with newspapers and 

magazines from home, but 

few provide these services 

any more.
 Note that in some parts 

of Africa, countries are rep-

resented by an ‘honorary 

consul’ who is not a full-time 

diplomat but usually an expa-

triate with limited (and rarely 

visa- or passport-issuing) 

duties. If your country does 

not have an embassy in a 

particular country, another 

embassy will likely be desig-

nated to look after your inter-

ests (eg Canadian embassies 

often have an ‘Australian 

interests’ section).

  Gay &  Lesbian 
Travellers
  Homosexuality is explic-

itly illegal in 12 out of West 

Africa’s 18 countries; the 

exceptions are Burkina Faso, 

Cape Verde, Côte d’Ivoire, 

Guinea-Bissau, Mali and 

Niger, although remember 

that even in these countries 

laws relating to ‘offending 

public morals’ may serve a 

similar purpose. Maximum 

legal penalties for homo-

sexual acts range from the 

death penalty in Mauritania 

and possibly Nigeria, to 14 

years’ imprisonment in The 

Gambia. In 2009, nine gay 

men in Senegal were sen-

tenced to eight years each in 

prison for ‘indecent conduct 

and unnatural acts’, although 

these convictions were later 

overturned on appeal.

 Regardless of the legality, 

however, all countries in West 

Africa are conservative in 

their attitudes towards gays 

and lesbians, and gay sexual 

relationships are taboo and 

are either extremely rare 

or conducted in the utmost 

secrecy. In most places, 

discretion is key and public 

displays of affection should 

be avoided as a means of 

showing sensitivity to local 

feelings, advice that ap-

plies to homosexual and 

heterosexual couples.

 In the hotels of some 

countries (eg Guinea and 

Sierra Leone), same-sex cou-

ples, regardless of whether 

they are indeed a ‘couple’, 

will most likely be refused 

permission to share a room.

 An excellent website to get 

the low-down on local laws 

and attitudes to homosexu-

ality is  Global Gayz (www.

globalgayz.com), which has 

links to information about 

the situation for gays and 

lesbians in most West African 

countries.  ILGA (www.ilga.

org) is another good resource 

with information for many 

West African countries.  Af-
riboyz (www.afriboyz.com/

Homosexuality-in-Africa.html) 

is also worth checking out.

 A US-based tour company 

offering specialist tours for 

gay men and women, includ-

ing to West Africa, is  David 

Travel (www.davidtravel.com).

  Insurance
  A travel insurance policy to 

cover theft and loss is recom-

mended, and some sort of 

medical insurance is essen-

tial. Always check the small 

public transport, if you want 

a seat it has to be paid for. 

Most local children travel 

for free on buses but spend 

the whole journey on their 

parent’s lap.
 In addition to the length 

and discomfort involved in 

road journeys, possible con-

cerns include the scarcity of 

medical facilities, especially 

outside major cities, and the 

difficulty of finding clean, 

decent bathrooms outside of 

midrange and top-end ho-

tels. Canned baby food, pow-

dered milk and sometimes 

also baby cereal (usually with 

sugar in it), disposable nap-

pies, wipes and other items 

are available in most capitals, 

but not everywhere, and they 

are expensive. It’s best to 

avoid feeding your children 

street food.
 There are other factors 

to bear in mind when trav-

elling with kids. The rainy 

season may mean that tem-

peratures are lower, but the 

risks of malaria and other 

mosquito-borne diseases 

are higher. At all times, bring 

mosquito nets along for your 

children and ensure they 

sleep under them. Bring 

child-friendly mosquito 

repellent and long-sleeved 

shirts and trousers.
 For more information 

and hints on travelling with 

children, Lonely Planet’s 

Travel with Children is highly 

recommended.

  Customs
Regulations
  Except in CFA (Communauté 

Financière Africaine)–zone 

countries, the import and 

export of local currency 

is either prohibited or se-

verely restricted to negligible 

amounts, although enforce-

ment of this regulation is 

fairly lax. As part of their 

fiscal control, some countries 

use currency declaration 

forms. More commonly, con-

trol consists simply of asking 

how much currency you 

have. Or, you may occasion-

ally be asked to open your 

wallet or show the contents 

of your pockets – a wallet 

bulging with cash is likely 

to prompt underpaid and 

ever-hopeful airport agents 

(ie police and customs of-

ficials) to suddenly discover 

(ie invent) fictitious currency 

regulations that you’ve just 

violated by a sizeable propor-

tion of the amount you have 

in your wallet.
 It’s worth doing a bit of 

advance planning to avoid 

a scenario like this. Divide 

your money and store it in 

several places so it’s not all in 

one lump, and try to look as 

savvy as possible when going 

through customs checks. 

Responding creatively to 

questions is also helpful, for 

example explaining that you 

rely on a credit card for the 

majority of your expenses 

(be prepared to show a card), 

or (if it’s true) explaining 

that you’re just in transit and 

thus don’t have much money 

with you.

24V/50Hz

 TEN WEST AFRICA BOOKS FOR KIDS

   Start searching for children’s books on West Africa and you’ll quickly discover a whole 

library of everything from folk tales to simply told histories that you never knew existed. 

Aimed at children learning about the diverse peoples of the region, the Heritage Li-

brary of African Peoples: West Africa is an excellent series. Otherwise, here are some 

of our favourites:

   The Adventures of Spider: West African Folktales by Joyce Cooper Arkhurst (suitable 

for four to eight years)

   The Fire Children: A West African Folk Tale by Eric Maddern (four to eight years)

   Why Mosquitoes Buzz in People’s Ears: A West African Tale by Verna Aardema (four 

to eight years)

   The Hatseller and the Monkeys by Baba Wague Diakite (four to eight years)

   Sundiata: The Lion King of Mali by David Wisniewski (four to eight years)

   Traditional Stories from West Africa by Robert Hull (seven to 11 years)

   The Cow-Tail Switch and Other West African Stories by Harold Courlander (nine to 12 

years)

   Indigenous Peoples of Africa – West Africa by Tony Zurlo (nine to 12 years)

   Ancient West African Kingdoms: Ghana, Mali and Songhai by Mary Quigley (10 to 14 

years)

   Tales from West Africa by Martin Bennett (mixed ages)

UNDERSTAND 
Get more from your trip
Learn about the big picture, to 
make sense of what you see.

The Gambia, Guinea, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger and Nigeria. The north-

ern parts of the coastal countries of Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Togo, Benin 

and Cameroon are relatively dry and sometimes described as having a 

Sahelian climate or vegetation.

Wildlife
  Human beings rule in West Africa, and it’s possible that, no matter how 

long you spend here, you may never see more than the occasional rep-

tile or hear more than a troop of monkeys, caterwauling through the 

trees but out of view. The once-plentiful wildlife of the region has been 

reduced by deforestation, encroaching deserts, ever-expanding human 

populations and drought to small, isolated pockets. As a result, West 

African animals are wild, wary and unaccustomed to large-scale safari 

tourism.
 But, for all the doom and gloom, West Africa is the continent’s most 

underrated wildlife-watching region. Its excellent national parks are 

home to many of Africa’s classic mammal species. Yes, you have to travel 

further to see the animals than elsewhere on the continent, and these 

animals may retreat into the canopy at the first sign of human beings. 

For wildlife-watching purists, however, this is how wildlife safaris used 

to be: a place where the sense of a real quest survives without carloads of 

camera-toting tourists outnumbering the animals.

 West Africa is also a world-class birding destination.

 Mammals
  First, some good news. Two of West Africa’s most emblematic and endan-

gered herds – the giraffes at Kouré in Niger and Mali’s desert elephants –

are holding their own in the most difficult of circumstances.

found across the Sahara, especially in Niger’s Aïr Mountains and Mali’s 

Adrar des Ifôghas. The change began around 7000 years ago, when rains 

became less frequent and the land more arid. It was a gradual process 

that took 4000 years. As the Sahara became a desert, its people and wild-

life retreated south. By 400 BC, the Sahara was the desert we know today, 

albeit on a smaller scale.

 Contrary to popular misconceptions, sand covers just 20% of the Sa-

hara’s surface and just one-ninth of the Sahara rises as sand dunes. More 

typical of the Sahara are the vast gravel plains and plateaus such as the 

Tanezrouft of northwestern Mali. The Sahara’s other signature landform 

is the desert massif, barren mountain ranges of sandstone, basalt and 

granite such as the Aïr Mountains (Niger) and Adrar des Ifôrhas (Mali).

 By one estimate, the Sahara is home to 1400 plant species, 50 species 

of mammal and 18 species of bird.

 The Sahel
  The Sahel – a horizontal band stretching from the Atlantic coast to the 

Nile – is the transition zone between the forested lands of the south 

and the Sahara to the north. The Sahel is one of the direst stretches 

of inhabited geography on earth, beset by drought, erosion, creeping 

desertification, periodic locust invasions and increasingly infertile land.

 That said, within its boundaries are many different subregions. 

Among these are zones that are variously described as semidesert savan-

nah, Guinea savannah, Sudanese savannah, dry savannah or dry wood-

land savannah. In the north, near the true desert, the Sahel is dry, dusty, 

sparsely vegetated and barely distinguishable from the Sahara, but in 

the south, nearer the forests, it is greener and contains areas of light 

woodland fed by more plentiful rains.

 Although the Sahel’s boundaries are not fixed, the countries of West 

Africa that are considered to be all or partly in the Sahel are Senegal, 

 THE NIGER RIVER

   Africa’s third-longest river (4100km), the Niger owes its name to the Tuareg phrase 

gher-n-gheren, which means ‘river among rivers’, and its curious course has fascinated 

travellers for centuries.

 The Niger begins its journey just over 200km from the Atlantic, at a spring in the 

Fouta Djalon highlands, on the Guinea–Sierra Leone border. Gathering strength and 

volume from countless mountain streams, the Niger ows deep into West Africa’s heart, 

through the vast Niger Inland Delta of central Mali. From there, the Niger narrows and 

comes within touching distance of Timbuktu before it comes up against the impenetra-

ble barrier of the Sahara and performs a long, laborious curve (known as the Niger Bend 

or Boucle du Niger). Thereafter, it courses down into Niger and crosses a slice of Benin 

before emptying into the Atlantic via a maze of swamps and channels (in Nigeria, west 

of Port Harcourt) called the Niger Delta.

 Apart from its initial descent from the western highlands, the Niger ows on an 

extremely low gradient and is fed by highly variable rainfall. As such, its high and 

low points can vary by an extraordinary 10.7m and the river is highly susceptible to 

drought: in 1972 and again in 1984, the river almost dried up completely. Even more 

serious than the vagaries of seasonal uctuations are the threats posed by human 

activity: by one estimate, the Niger’s volume has fallen by 55% since the 1980s due 

to climate change, drought, pollution and population growth. Fish stocks have fallen, 

water hyacinth is a recurring problem, and the formation of sand bars has made 

navigation increasingly difficult. Given that an estimated 110 million people live in the 

Niger’s basin, problems for the Niger could cause a catastrophic ripple well beyond 

the river’s shoreline.

 It may be almost 20 years old, but The Strong Brown God, by Sanche de Gramont, 

remains the most comprehensive geographical and human history of the Niger.

  SOS Sahel 
International 

(www.sossahel.
org) is an NGO 

dedicated to the 
Sahel environ-
ment. It can be 
a good source 
of information 
on grassroots 
projects in the 

region.

  African Silences, 
by Peter Mat-
thiessen, is a 

classic on African 
wildlife; the pas-

sages on Senegal, 
The Gambia and 
Côte d’Ivoire are 

so beautifully 
written that you’ll 

return to them 
again and again.

 Nearly half of 
 Togo’s land 

is considered 
arable, making 
it one of only 

two countries in 
Africa with more 
than 40% of its 
land suitable for 

farming. Just 
0.2% of Maurita-
nia can support 

agriculture.
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A bushbuck in the Mole National Park (p195), Ghana
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ON THE ROAD
Your complete guide
Expert reviews, easy-to-use 
maps and insider tips.
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 Why Go?
   The  birthplace of voodoo and a pivotal platform of the slave 

trade for nearly three centuries, Benin is steeped in a rich and 

complex history still very much in evidence across the country.

 A visit to this small, club-shaped nation could therefore 

not be complete without exploring the Afro-Brazilian her-

itage of Ouidah, Abomey and Porto Novo, learning about 

spirits and fetishes.
 But Benin will also wow visitors with its natural beauty, 

from the palm-fringed beach idyll of the Atlantic coast to the 

rugged scenery of the north. The Parc National de la Pendjari 

is one of the best wildlife parks in West Africa. Lions, cheetahs, 

leopards, elephants and hundreds of other species thrive here.

 In fact, Benin is wonderfully tourist friendly. There are 

good roads, a wide range of accommodation options and 

ecotourism initiatives that offer travellers the chance to 

delve deeper into Beninese life. Now is an ideal time to go 

because the country sits on the cusp of discovery.

 Benin
 POP 9.6 MILLION

   When to Go

 Nov–Feb Warm 
and dry weather. 
Prime wildlife 
watching. Harmat-
tan can produce 
hazy skies.

 Mar–May The 
hottest period, 
after the harmat-
tan lifts. Clear 
skies and some 
rain in the south.

 Jun–Oct Usually 
downright wet 
and humid; a dry 
spell mid-July to 
mid-September in 
the south.
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 Best Places to  Eat
   Chez Delphano (p 48 ) 

   Saveurs d’Afrique (p 47 ) 

   L’Atelier (p 39 ) 

   Bab’s Dock (p 43 ) 

   La Brèche (p 50 ) 

 Best Places to  Stay
   La Guesthouse (p 38 ) 

   Maison Rouge (p 38 ) 

   Auberge Le Jardin Secret – 

Chez Pascal (p 46 ) 

   Pendjari Lodge (p 51 ) 

   Hôtel Chez Théo (p 48 ) 

Cotonou ....................... 38

Route des Pêches ........ 43

Porto Novo................... 43

Ouidah ......................... 45

Grand Popo.................. 47

Possotomé & 
Lake Ahémé ................. 47

Abomey ....................... 48

Natitingou ................... 49

The Atakora Region ..... 50

Parc National de 
la Pendjari.....................51
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 Benin 
  Highlights
�1 Exploring the 

rugged landscapes of 

the Atakora Region 
(p 50 ) and be awed by 

the intriguing Somba 

country.

�2 Spending a night 

at the lacustrine stilt 

village of Ganvié 
(p 44 ).

�3 Learning 
traditional  shing 

techniques on the 

shores of Lake 
Ahémé (p 47 ).

�4 Spotting lions, 

cheetahs, elephants 

and more in Parc 
National de la 
Pendjari (p 51 ), West 

Africa’s best wildlife 

park.

�5 Spending an 

afternoon chilling out 

at Route des Pêches 
(p 43 ), blessed with 

endless beaches.

�6 Discovering Porto 
Novo (p 43 ), Benin’s 

mellow capital, with 

its Afro-Brazilian 

heritage.

�7 Checking out 

Ouidah (p 45 ), once 

a capital of the slave 

trade and now the 

centre of voodoo 

worship.

�8 Visiting the 
ruined palaces of the 

kings of Dahomey in 

Abomey (p 48 ).

�9 Putting your bags 

down at lovely Grand 
Popo (p 47 ) and 
relaxing on Benin’s 

beautiful, palm-
fringed coast.

4 easy-to-use 
sections

2

3

4

All reviews are ordered in our authors’ preference, 
starting with their most preferred option. Additionally:

Sights are arranged in the geographic order that we 
suggest you visit them and, within this order, by author 
preference.

Eating and Sleeping reviews are ordered by price 
range (budget, midrange, top end) and, within these 
ranges, by author preference.

1	Sights

r	Beaches

2	 Activities

C	Courses

T	Tours

z	Festivals &
Events

4	Sleeping

5	Eating

6	 Drinking

3	Entertainment

7	 Shopping

8
	Information 
& Transport

% Telephone number
h Opening hours
p Parking
n Nonsmoking
a Air-conditioning
i Internet access
W Wi-fi access
s Swimming pool
v Vegetarian selection

E English-language menu
c Family-friendly
# Pet-friendly
g Bus
f Ferry
j Tram
d Train

PLAN YOUR TRIP
Your planning tool kit
Photos & suggestions to help 
you create the perfect trip.

Marrakesh, Morocco

 11  Marrakesh has been Morocco’s top 

draw for several centuries now, and 

it’s easy to see why. There’s a heady mix 

of Arab and Berber culture here, and at 

the heart of its traditional medina is the 

Djemaa el-Fna (p 279 ) – a square full of 

vibrant street entertainers, food vendors 

and snake charmers every night of the 

year. Its winding alleys (and carpet sell-

ers) could divert you for weeks, while its 

gardens and international restaurants can 

recharge your batteries. Below: People praying 

in the medina

   Mole National Park, Ghana

 12 West Africa is no match for East and 

Southern Africa’s national parks 

but it does have more wildlife than many 

imagine. Mole (p 195 ) is a prime example of 

this stunning diversity: antelopes, warth-

ogs, elephants, monkeys, crocodiles and 

thousands of birds are just some of the 

animals you’ll be able to see, and all at a 

fraction of the cost of a ‘traditional’ safari. 

The park’s hotel even has a pool, perfect 

to while away the midday hours between 

morning walking safaris and afternoon 

wildlife drives. Bottom: Olive baboons

 Kpalimé, Togo

 8 Itchy feet? Consider 

exploring the  Kpalimé 

area (p 372 ), which off ers 

lots of hiking opportunities 

amid stunning scenery. 

With its lush forested hills, 

numerous waterfalls and 

profusion of butter ies, it 

is a walking heaven, and 

most walks are suitable 

for all levels of  tness.

Tackle Mt Agou (986m) 

or Mt Klouto (710m) with 

a knowledgeable local 

guide, who’ll give you the 

lowdown on local fauna 

and  ora and show you the 

highlights.

Sindou Peaks, 
Burkina Faso

 9 Nature’s work of art, 

the otherworldly rock 

formations of  Sindou 

Peaks (p 69 ) are a sight 

to behold. Cast against 

the darkening sky of a 

brewing storm or the lush 

paddy  elds of the plains 

below, they are one of 

Burkina’s great signature 

landscapes. Trekking is the 

best way to explore this 

natural wonder, although 

there will be plenty of won-

derful photo opportunities 

on the drive there. Local 

guides organise sunset 

breakfasts at a particularly 

scenic spot, an experi-

ence that will likely be the 

highlight of your trip. Top 

right: Gecko

 Hiking in   Santo 
Antão, Cape Verde

 10 From long lonely 

walks through lush 

valleys to strenuous treks 

along craggy peaks and re-

mote ravines, the dramatic 

island of Santo Antão 

(p 117 ) is a hiker’s paradise. 

Set aside at least three full 

days;  rst tackle its clas-

sic hikes, like the sharp 

descent along the cobbled 

path from the Cova crater 

to Paúl valley, and then set 

out to explore the island’s 

uncharted western sec-

tion. Get a good map, stock 

up on local advice and 

hire a guide for the more 

demanding treks. Above: 

Seafront path near Fontainhas
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 But traditional culture is not just about immutable social roles and, 
as it most often manifests itself in public these days, it can often be a 
celebration of what binds communities together. Village festivals (fêtes((
in French), which are fundamental to traditional life, are held to honour 
dead ancestors and local traditional deities, and to celebrate the end of 
the harvest.

 Multiculturalism
  West Africans know a thing or two about living side by side with people 
from different cultures. For a start, West Africa as you see it today is the 
result of centuries of population shifts and mass migrations that have 
created a patchwork of diverse but largely cohabiting cultures. After the 
colonial period and independence, most groups found themselves being 
asked to share a new national identity with other cultures that were, in 
some cases, wholly different from their own. Later, widespread urbanisa-
tion produced polyglot West African cities that are among the most mul-
ticultural on earth. And then there are the twin issues of immigration 
and emigration – millions of West Africans live in Europe and elsewhere, 
creating new levels of multiculturalism in the Western countries they 
now inhabit.

 The movement of people in search of opportunity within West Africa 
is less widely reported in the international media, but it operates on a 
much larger scale than emigration to Europe. Côte d’Ivoire’s one-time 
economic miracle drew immigrants from across the region, providing 
much-needed labour for a booming economy and a livelihood for mil-
lions of citizens of neighbouring countries. However, after political insta-
bility began in 2000, the economy slumped and the country descended 
into a conflict that exposed the thin veneer of tolerance with which many 
Ivorians viewed the immigrants.

 West Africa is one of the most intriguing gatherings of cultures on the planet. As a 
traveller, understanding even a little about the complicated issues that West Africans 
deal with on a daily basis – the role of traditional culture in modern life, the position of 
women in society and the complicated mosaic of multicultural relationships, for exam-
ple – can go a long way towards gaining a foothold in the region. The region’s cuisine, 
too, offers fascinating insights into one of Africa’s least-known corners.

 Culture & Daily Life

 Lifestyle
 Family life is the bedrock for most West Africans. In traditional society, 
especially in villages, homes are arranged around a family compound 
and life is a communal affair – the family eats, takes important decisions, 
celebrates and mourns together in a space that is identifiably theirs and 
in a family group that spans generations. Such family structures remain 
strongly evident in many villages and rural areas, and family remains 
a critical source of support for many West Africans, not least because 
government welfare is largely nonexistent.

 But things are changing. Vast numbers of Africans have migrated to 
cities, where ethnic identity takes on added significance, as recent ar-
rivals in cities gravitate towards those with whom they share an ethnic 
tradition. Most (but by no means all) form friendships with people from 
their own ethnic groups. This is particularly true of minorities.

 If family and ethnic identity are the fundamental foundations of a 
West African’s existence, the nation to which they belong serves to an-
nounce who they are to the rest of the world. Most West Africans proudly 
identify themselves as being, for example, Malian or Nigerian, suggest-
ing that one success of postcolonial West Africa has been the building 
of national identity in countries where borders often cut across longer-
standing ethnic boundaries. That said, the tragic descent into conflict in 
Côte d’Ivoire suggests that ethnic origins remain hugely significant and 
a never-forgotten calling card.

 Traditional Culture
  Before the arrival of colonialism, West African society was, in most cul-
tures, organised along hierarchical lines: each person’s place in society 
was determined by birth and the family’s social status. At the top were 
traditional noble and warrior families, followed by farmers, traders and 
persons of lower caste, such as blacksmiths, leather workers, woodcarv-
ers, weavers and musicians. Slaves were at the bottom of the social hier-
archy. Difficult economic circumstances and urbanisation have reduced 
the importance of these traditional roles to some degree, but they re-
main important for many West Africans. For example, although slavery 
no longer officially exists, many descendants of former slaves still work 
as tenant farmers for the descendants of their former masters. Another 
surviving practice in traditional societies is that older people (especial-
ly men) are treated with deference, while teachers, doctors and other 
professionals (usually men) often receive similar treatment.

 In seven West 
African countries 
the  female adult 

literacy rate is 
above 50%: Cape 

Verde (79.4%), 
Cameroon 

(67.8%), Ghana 
(61.2%), Liberia 

(56.8%), Maurita-
nia (51.2%) and 
Nigeria (50.4%). 

Women fare worst 
in Niger (15.1%), 

Burkina Faso 
(15.2%), Mali 

(20.3%), Sierra 
Leone (24.4%) 

and Senegal 
(29.3%).

 Cameroon alone 
has around 280 
ethnic groups; 

tiny Togo counts 
40 ethnic groups 

among its five 
million people; 

and Guinea-
Bissau, a country 
of fewer than one 

million people, 
has 23.

 Despite rapid 
 urbanisation, only 

in Cape Verde 
(62.6%), Gambia 
(57.7%), Morocco 
(57%), Cameroon 

(52.1%), Ghana 
(51.9%) and 
Côte d’Ivoire 
(51.3%) does 

more than half 
of the population 
live in cities. West 
Africa’s least ur-

banised countries 
are Niger (17.8%), 

Burkina Faso 
(26.5%) and Mali 

(34.9%).

Women in Burkina Faso
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Nana Luckham
Guinea, Niger Born in Tanzania to a Ghanaian mother and an English father, Nana 
started life criss-crossing Africa by plane and then bumping along the roughest of 
roads. After working as an editor in London and as a United Nations press officer 
in New York, she became a full-time travel writer. Since then she has hauled her 
backpack all over Africa researching guidebooks to destinations such as Algeria, 
Kenya, South Africa, Malawi, Ghana and Benin.

Tom Masters
Cameroon Tom is a Berlin-based writer and photographer whose work has taken 
him to some of the strangest and most challenging countries on earth. Having 
covered Liberia and Niger for the last edition of West Africa, Tom was very happy 
to head to the equator for the relative ease of Cameroon. This time round Limbe, 
the Ring Road villages and sticky Douala all worked their magic on him. Tom can 
be found online at www.tommasters.net.

Anja Mutić 
Cape Verde Croatian-born, New York–based Anja swayed to the infectious 
rhythms of Cape Verdean music long before she ever visited the archipelago. For 
this book, she spent several weeks braving prop planes, scary volcano climbs and 
rough ocean crossings to find the islands’ best-kept secrets. She left the country 
charmed with the morabeza (hospitality) of its people and finally understood 
sodade, the bittersweet longing that Cesária Évora sang about. Anja is online at 

www.everthenomad.com.

Caroline Sieg
Gambia, Senegal Caroline is a half-Swiss, half-American writer, editor and digital 
content manager based in Berlin. Her relationship with Africa began when she 
first visited Senegal years ago and fell in love with mbalax music and the architec-
ture of Saint-Louis. She was delighted to return, wear her travel writer’s cap and 
cover it for Lonely Planet.
 

Kate Thomas
Cote d’Ivoire, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Sierra Leone After Kate’s first trip 
to Liberia in 2007, she was so taken by the destination that she left her job and 
moved there for two years. Since then she’s combined travel writing with report-
ing on Africa, covering the fallout of conflicts in Mali and Libya and exploring rain-
forests, cities and lonely islands. While researching this edition, she ate oysters 
on the beaches of Guinea-Bissau and experienced music, dancing, thirsty taxi 

rides, hungry political debate and popped tyres. After six years in the region, today Kate is mostly 
based in the seaside city of Dakar.

Vanessa Wruble
Nigeria When not writing for Lonely Planet, Vanessa runs Okayafrica, a website 
and lifestyle company started by the legendary hip-hop band The Roots, which 
showcases new African music, art and culture. She has previously been a free-
lance writer, a humanitarian aid worker, a TV correspondent/producer, an inter-
active artist and, of course, a world traveller. She holds two (somewhat useless) 
master’s degrees (Psychology and Interactive Media), and dreams of living on a 

tropical beach. You’ll currently find her in Brooklyn.

Contributing Authors 
Jane Cornwell is an Australian-born, UK-based journalist, author and broadcaster, who wrote the 
African Music chapter. After graduating with a master’s degree in anthropology, she left for London. 
She currently writes about arts, books and music – most notably world music – for a range of UK 
and antipodean publications, including the Times, Evening Standard and the Australian newspaper. 
She regularly travels about the planet interviewing world musicians.

Read more about Nana at: 
lonelyplanet.com/members/NanaLuckham

Read more about Tom at: 
lonelyplanet.com/members/TomMasters

Read more about Anja at: 
lonelyplanet.com/members/AnjaMutic

Read more about Caroline at: 
lonelyplanet.com/members/CarolineSieg



Anthony Ham 
Coordinating Author Anthony has been travelling around Africa for more than a 
decade. A writer and photographer, his past Lonely Planet guidebooks include 
Kenya, Botswana & Namibia, Africa, Libya and three previous editions of West 
Africa. Anthony has written and photographed for magazines and newspapers 
around the world, among them Travel Africa and Africa Geographic. When he’s 
not in Africa, Anthony divides his time between Madrid and Melbourne, where he 

lives with his wife and two daughters. Anthony wrote the Plan Your Trip, Understand and Survival 
Guide chapters. 

Jean-Bernard Carillet
Benin, Togo A Paris-based journalist and photographer, Jean-Bernard has 
travelled the breadth and length of Africa for more than two decades and has 
been thoroughly enlightened by 23 of its amazing countries. Highlights while 
researching this edition include investigating voodoo culture in Ouidah and 
Abomey, learning fishing techniques on Lake Ahémé and looking for photogenic 
waterfalls near Kpalimé. Jean-Bernard’s wanderlust has taken him to six con-

tinents and inspired numerous articles and his writing of some 30 guidebooks, including Lonely 
Planet’s Africa and Ethiopia, Djibouti & Somaliland.

Paul Clammer
Mauritania, Morocco Paul has contributed to more than 25 Lonely Planet guide-
books, including several editions of Morocco, where he’s also worked as a tour 
guide. He arrived in Nouakchott for his second stint as a Mauritanian author and 
was researching during the uncertain period after the accidental shooting of the 
president. Find him at www.paulclammer.com; he tweets at @paulclammer.

Emilie Filou
Burkina Faso, Ghana Emilie first travelled to Africa at age eight to visit her 
grandparents who had taken up a late career opportunity in Mali. More visits 
ensued, including an epic family holiday in Togo and Benin, the highlight of which 
was the beautiful and amusingly named town of Grand Popo (‘big poo’ in French 
was simply hilarious when you were aged 10). Emilie is now a freelance journalist 
specialising in business and development issues in Africa. Her website is www.

emiliefilou.com; she tweets at @EmilieFilou.
Read more about Emilie at: 

lonelyplanet.com/members/EmilieFilou

OUR STORY
A beat-up old car, a few dollars in the pocket and a sense of 
adventure. In 1972 that’s all Tony and Maureen Wheeler needed 
for the trip of a lifetime – across Europe and Asia overland to 
Australia. It took several months, and at the end – broke but 
inspired – they sat at their kitchen table writing and stapling 
together their first travel guide, Across Asia on the Cheap. 
Within a week they’d sold 1500 copies. Lonely Planet was born. 

Today, Lonely Planet has offices in Melbourne, London and 
Oakland, with more than 600 staff and writers. We share Tony’s belief that ‘a great guidebook 
should do three things: inform, educate and amuse’.
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If you’re wondering why Francophone Africa gets under the skin, begin in cosmopolitan 
Dakar (p321), in particular visiting the outstanding Musée Théodore Monod (p321) 
by day then diving into the city’s vibrant nightlife after dark. After excursions to the 
World Heritage–listed architecture of Saint-Louis (p337) and offshore to tranquil Île 
de Gorée (p333), fly to Ouagadougou (p60) in Burkina Faso. One of West Africa’s more 
agreeable cities, Ouaga has excellent places to stay and eat as well as a happening cultur-
al scene. Take a bus to languid Bobo-Dioulasso (p64) and then continue on to the oth-
erworldly Sindou Peaks (p69), one of West Africa’s most remarkable landscapes. Travel 
through Gaoua (p69) in the heart of Lobi Country then cross the border into northern 
Ghana and enjoy some of West Africa’s best wildlife-watching at Mole National Park 
(p195). Depending on how long you linger, there should be just enough time to stop off in 
Kumasi (p189) to absorb a little Ashanti culture en route to buzzing Accra (p171).
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From the arid coastlines of the northwest to the palm-fringed tropics of Cameroon, 
West Africa’s coastline has it all. Senegal’s capital Dakar (p321), with its African so-
phistication and role as regional air hub, serves both as a starting point and a base for 
the first part of your journey. To the north, Saint-Louis (p337) is like stepping back 
into precolonial Africa. Other Senegalese excursions include enjoying some of Africa’s 
best birdwatching in the Parc National des Oiseaux du Djoudj (p340) and drifting 
through the Siné-Saloum Delta (p334). From Dakar, fly to the Cape Verde islands with 
their soulful musical soundtrack, unspoiled beaches, mountainous interior and laid-back 
locals; Santiago (p107), São Vicente (p111) and Santo Antão (p117) are particularly 
beautiful. Returning to Dakar, head south to The Gambia, which may be small, but its 
beaches, especially those around Serekunda (p156), make a good (English-speaking) 
rest stop for taking time out from the African road. From Banjul (p154), consider fly-
ing to Freetown (p350) in Sierra Leone – the nearby beaches are beautiful and utterly 
undeveloped. Attractions such as Tiwai Island Wildlife Sanctuary (p359) with its 
fabulous wildlife concentrations should not be missed.

You could continue along the coast through Liberia and Côte d’Ivoire, but most travel-
lers fly over them to agreeable Accra (p171) in Ghana. From there excursions to the old 
coastal forts, Cape Coast Castle (p183) and stunning beaches at Kokrobite (p183), 
Busua (p188) and Dixcove (p188) never disappoint. Don’t fail to detour north to Ku-
masi (p189) in the Ashanti heartland. There’s plenty of onward transport to the fascinat-
ing markets and fine museum of Lomé (p367), and don’t miss an inland hiking detour 
around Kpalimé (p372). Not far away is Benin, with Ouidah, the evocative former 
slaving port and home of voodoo, the history-rich town of Abomey and the stilt-villages 
of Ganvié. Cotonou (p38) has all the steamy appeal of the tropics; from here fly to 
Yaoundé (p77) in Cameroon, which has a distinctive Central African feel. Limbe (p87) 
has distinctive black-sand beaches and sits in the shadow of Mt Cameroon (p87), West 
Africa’s highest peak. Kribi (p93), an idyllic tropical beach, is the perfect place to laze on 
the sand and consider just how far you’ve travelled.
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The westernmost extremity of Africa’s bulge has, until recently, been off-limits to trav-
ellers. But while peace has come, the same can’t be said for tourists – you could have 
these destinations all to yourself. Begin in Nouakchott (p239), the dry-as-dust capital 
of Mauritania. The Mauritanian Sahara is one of the safest corners of the world’s largest 
desert and the three oases – Chinguetti (p247), Terjît (p246) and Ouadâne (p247)– are 
everything you dreamed the Sahara would be. Ben Amira (p246) and the birdwatcher’s 
paradise of Parc National du Banc D’Arguin (p245) are other worthy detours. Across 
the border in Senegal, pass through Dakar (p321) to catch the ferry to Ziguinchor 
(p341), capital of Casamance, home to fine beaches, labyrinthine river systems and lush 
forests. Guinea-Bissau has a village-like capital, Bissau (p209). The Arquipélago dos 
Bijagos (p213) is isolated, rich in wildlife and like nowhere else on the coast – it could 
just be West Africa’s most pristine slice of paradise. 

Continuing along the coast, pass through Guinea en route to Sierra Leone. After 
lingering in Freetown (p350) and the nearby beaches, head inland to remote Mt 
Bintumani (p358) and the unknown gems of Outamba-Kilimi National Park 
(p359) – which will call to mind Graham Greene’s 1930s exploration of inland Sierra 
Leone – and Gola Forest Reserve (p360). On your way to Liberia, stop at Tiwai Is-
land Wildlife Sanctuary (p359). Liberia is slowly emerging from the shadows and is 
well worth exploring – begin in Monrovia (p221) and don’t miss Sapo National Park 
(p228), Robertsport (p227) and Harper (p228). By now, you’ve almost fallen completely 
off the travel map but it’s easy to rejoin the trail – from Harper, it’s a short hop across 
the border into Côte d’Ivoire and Sassandra (p146), a glorious fishing village with 
great beaches. Security permitting, head north to the rainforests of the Parc National 
de Taï (p147), then on to Man (p147) in the heart of Dan country. From there, head for 
Yamoussoukro (p146) and its improbable basilica, then on to Abidjan (p138), the still-
sophisticated one-time ‘Paris of Africa’. 
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Nigeria is one of those destinations that suffers from bad press, although it must be said 
that most of the horror stories are told by those who’ve never set foot in the country. 
Lagos (p302) may be in-your-face, high-volume and logistically confronting, but it’s 
also Africa’s most energetic city, awash with pulsating nightlife, clamorous markets and 
a terrific museum. Osun Sacred Forest (p310), in Okumu Sanctuary, and the Oba’s 
Palace in Benin City (p310) are worthwhile stopovers as you head across the south en 
route to Calabar (p310), which is likeable for its old colonial buildings, fish market and 
lovely setting. Close to Calabar, don’t miss Afi Mountain Drill Ranch (p311), the focus 
of an outstanding primate project, and then continue northeast to the remote but terrific 
Gashaka-Gumti National Park (p314) for some of Nigeria’s best wildlife-watching. On 
your way north, check the security situation and if all’s well stop off in Zaria, then on 
to Kano (p313), West Africa’s oldest city and one of the Sahel’s most significant cultural 
centres.

From Kano or (if you’ve been forced to backtrack) from Lagos, fly to Maroua (p97), 
a pleasant base for exploring the weird-and-wonderful landscapes of the Mandara 
Mountains (p99) and Parc National du Waza (p99), one of West Africa’s finest 
wildlife parks. From N’Gaoundéré (p95) you can either head deep into the utterly un-
touristed rainforests of the southeast, which offer a verdant taste of Central Africa, or 
take the train through the country’s heart, all the way to Yaoundé (p77), the country’s 
steamy capital set amid lush green hills. After longish detours to see the sea turtles at 
Ebodjé (p95) and to climb Mt Cameroon (p87), West Africa’s highest peak, head for 
Bamenda (p90) which serves as a gateway to the villages of the Ring Road (p90), a 
deeply traditional area of Cameroon that feels untouched by time; Bafut (p92) is one of 
our favourite villages in the region. Later, head for Foumban (p92) for a slice of tradi-
tional West Africa.
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Casablanca (p266) is one of the most convenient air gateways to West Africa. Before 
you take one of the Royal Air Maroc flights that fan out across West Africa, spend a cou-
ple of weeks exploring Morocco. From Casablanca, make tracks for Marrakesh (p279), 
one of the great African cities where the nightly spectacle in the Djemaa el-Fna is one 
of world travel’s greatest experiences. Essaouira (p267) on the coast is the charming 
evocation of some bohemian fairytale, and it serves as a launch pad for a journey into 
the High Atlas (p279), home of the Berbers and West Africa’s most beautiful mountain 
range with numerous hiking opportunities. Aït Benhaddou (p285) is a glorious mud-
brick fortress village, while away to the south, the Drâa Valley (p285), Erg Chebbi 
(p286), Erg Chigaga (p286) and Merzouga (p286) are simply magnificent places to 
experience the Sahara. From Merzouga it’s a long ride (though utterly worth it) to the 
ancient imperial city of Fez (p273), home to West and North Africa’s finest medina.
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Sassy and steamy, Cotonou (p38) is one of West Africa’s most underrated cities. It’s also 
a good base for excursions to Ganvié (p44) and the beaches of the Route Des Pêches 
(p43). Porto Novo (p43) is Cotonou’s tranquil alter ego, with superb architecture, good 
museums and a palpable tropical languor. Travelling north, Abomey (p48) is the one-
time site of the ancient civilisation of Dahomey. Make for Natitingou (p49), gateway 
to the spectacular Atakora Mountains (p50) and wildlife-rich Parc National de la 
Pendjari (p51). 

Across the border in northern Togo, Koutammakou (p375) is one of West Africa’s 
least-known treasures, with remote clay-and-straw fortresses set amid stunning scenery. 
On your way south, you’ll pass through some striking mountain and forest landscapes. 
Atakpamé (p373), Mt Klouto (p372) and Kpalimé (p372) are all worth sampling as 
you make your way to the fascinating melting pot of Lomé (p367), Togo’s capital. On 
your way back to Cotonou, visit the powerful voodoo strongholds of Lake Ahémé (p47) 
and Ouidah (p45).
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