Terra Da Boa Gente [Land of the Good People]

By Wilson Lee

Maputo, Xai Xai and Inhambane, Mozambique - My knuckles are white from gripping the steering wheel, my brows are furrowed in intense concentration and my eyes dart left to right constantly scanning the road for any lurking danger while my travelmates sleep serenely, oblivious of the drama unfolding kilometre after kilometre. 

We are four displaced Canadians and one South African, all from Johannesburg, South Africa, loaded uncomfortably into an impossibly small and frail subcompact. 

We are driving north on Mozambique’s infamously treacherous EN 1 highway leaving Maputo, the capital city, on a mission to reach Mozambique’s coastal nirvana of Xai Xai and Tofo Beach.

The EN 1, which runs the length of Mozambique’s southern coastline, is hazardously narrow and dangerously rutted, making the drive nerve wracking.

Dilapidated tractor-trailers and pickup trucks spilling over with passengers jockey for space, swerving to avoid potholes large enough to swallow them. And at night, the driving becomes almost impossible with drunk drivers weaving in and out of oncoming traffic as though they were playing a high stakes game of chicken. 

But the EN 1 is the only way to get from Maputo, the capital city, to Xai Xai and Inhambane, where two of the world’s most beautiful and isolated beaches are to be found. After an intense and fortunate five-hour drive, we reach the first of our two destinations: Xai Xai.

We arrive just in time to see a spectacularly huge, glowing red sun dip below the horizon. We sit on the endless white-sand beach in quiet contemplation as the wind blows briskly off the warm, languid waters of the Indian Ocean, gently massaging away the tension of the drive. 

It’s what I imagine the famous and overcrowded beaches of the Caribbean and Southeast Asia must have looked like before rapacious developers and their accompanying tourist hordes ‘discovered’ them.

Until the same happens to Xai Xai beach – and inevitably it will - it remains the exclusive playground of those few adventurous enough to brave the drive or those few rich enough to be able to avoid the drive altogether. 

For now, despite the many South African travellers in the campground on diving and fishing holidays, we feel virtually alone, marvelling at the privileged prospect of falling asleep to the symphonic accompaniment of crashing waves and rustling leaves. 

For almost two decades, the sun-drenched beaches of Mozambique’s 2500-kilometre long coastline – one of the longest on the the continent – were shielded from development by a raging civil war that cast a long dark shadow over the entire country. 

Even now, many people still associate Mozambique with that war, which ended more than ten years ago with the signing of peace acccords in 1992 and the country’s first democratic elections in 1994.  Since then, Mozambique has made significant strides to rebuild it’s tattered physical and social infrastructure. 

But despite the ongoing progress in reconstruction, Mozambique still languishes under the prevailing images of AK-47 toting guerillas and the horrific civil discord they sowed. Unfortunately, its equally tattered reputation has been slow in the mending.

Admittedly, signs and remnants of that conflict still abound: the burnt out abandoned vehicles that litter the highways, the disconcerting number of hobbling amputees, streets named after famous Marxist revolutionaries and the heartbreaking poverty that is everywhere. But even the smallest effort to see beyond those lasting and stigmatizing imprints of war and devastation is immediately rewarded.

We arrive in Mozambique through Ressano Garcia, the border with South Africa, and drive to Maputo. It’s in this corridor between the border and Maputo where the country’s regeneration efforts after two decades of civil war are most evident: smooth highways, billboards touting the latest in consumer products and services, billowing factory smokestacks, and the glowing marquee signs of South African businesses, which have led the charge in investing in Mozambique. 

Maputo hums with a vibrancy of a major city in transition from a state of war-imposed underdevelopment to emerging market. The city teems with development workers, diplomats, and businessmen and women who wheel and deal in an atmosphere charged with optimism and opportunity.

We spend our days sampling grilled giant prawns in the city’s famed fish market, testing our mambo moves in one of the city’s many nightclubs, lolling on café patios that give this former Portuguese colony a decidely European feel, and soaking in the atmosphere wandering around one of Africa’s most charming cities. 

But for all it’s charm and vibrancy, Maputo can’t compete against the alluring call of Mozambique’s coast, despite the challenges of getting there. And, increasingly, others are hearing the same call. Slowly, but surely, as the country continues to rebuild and stabilize, tourism is growing. 

But more than the flood damaged infrastructure, lack of widely available services and amenities and pandemic poverty, it’s the stigma of war that has kept travellers at bay, simultaneously preserving the country’s coastline in it’s present pristine state and keeping desperately needed tourist dollars away.

The further north on the EN 1 we drive, the more arduous the driving becomes and the more treacherous the flood-damaged highway becomes. The difficulty of the journey heightens our expectations for relief as we near our second destination, Tofo Beach near the former ivory-trading centre of Inhambane, one of Mozambique’s oldest settlements.

Even more serene and desolate than Xai Xai, Tofo’s coconut-palm fringed beach appears as it must have when, according to historical lore, Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama landed there in the 15th century and named it Terra da Boa Gente, or Land of the Gentle People. 

We unpack the bare essentials of beach living - sun screen, sarong, water, fruit and a good book – leave everything else in our reed hut and settle on the beach for a day of swimming in the azure waters of the Indian Ocean and day-dreaming under the African sun.

We meet European backpackers, American Peace Corp workers, members of a reggae band from nearby Swaziland, South African holidayers, and an entire Timbila – traditional Mozambican music – orchestra from Maputo, alll converging on Tofo Beach in search of the same escapist fantasy.

We dine on curried crabs and bask in the warmth of the Indian Ocean. Other than the handful of travellers and locals, the beach is desolate, small reward for our efforts on the EN 1.

Ubelievably, the northern beaches are said to be even more beautiful and unspoilt than the southern beaches of Xai Xai and Tofo, a mental note marked for our next visit to this coastal paradise.

