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It seems as though the Ilala has been
criss-crossing Lake Malawi since
David Livingstone first explored
these parts. But that’s changing, as
Janie Hampton reports
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01 Three young passengers enjoy a journey on
the Ilala before it is pensioned off
02 Constructing the Chilembwe at Monkey Bay
(Photography: Janie Hampton)

One of Africa’s oldest serving
ships has reached the end of
the line. The 64-year-old ferry,
which has been plying its trade
on Lake Malawi since 1951, has
finally been replaced.
The Ilala — named after the
place in present-day Zambia
where the explorer David
Livingstone died in 1873 — has
carried an estimated
two million passengers and
one million tonnes of cargo
since 1951, undergoing major
renovations in 1990 and 2011.
Its successor — a Fast Crew
Supplier 3307 built by Dutch
group Damen at the Monkey
Bay shipyard at the southern
end of the lake — is named
after John Chilembwe, the
Malawian Baptist pastor whose
portrait appears on 500-kwacha
banknotes. He is a national
hero who rose up against
colonialism, but was killed by
British troops in 1915.
Commissioned by the Malawi
Shipping Company, the
32-metre, aluminium-hulled
Chilembwe, which goes into
service this month, can carry
120 passengers and 30 tonnes
of cargo. Its two Caterpillar
C32 TTA engines can propel it
at up to 22 knots, cutting a
six- to eight-hour journey to
two hours. (The Ilala’s top
speed was 10 knots, although it
had an official capacity of 362.)
Building the new vessel was
no standard affair.
“I’ve built over 50 Fast Crew
Supplier boats for Damen,” says
piping foreman Gerrit Verhey
of the Netherlands. “Each one
has been different, all over the

Our new
ferry, I
presume?
world — Vietnam, China, Brazil
and France.
“The challenge in Malawi has
been working for 10 hours a day
in tropical temperatures. But
everyone here is so friendly and
willing, so we have achieved the
job in only 13 months.”
The other great challenge was
the distance from the sea
— Monkey Bay is nearly 500km
from the Indian Ocean. Parts
and equipment were shipped in

26 containers from Amsterdam
to the South African port of
Durban, 1,800km to the south,
then transported by road.
Marine consultants and
engineers came from the
Netherlands, South Africa and
the Philippines to oversee
specific aspects of the project.
“Damen likes to transfer new
technology and skills to local
people,” says Verhey. “Here in
Malawi we have trained around
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20 workers in aluminium
welding, carpentry, pipe fitting
and electrics.” The ship’s crew
of 10 — all graduates of
Malawi’s Marine Training
College — learned new skills in
computer-aided navigation.
Monkey Bay shipyard was
built in 1946 by Nyasaland
Railway to construct the
40-metre ferry Viphya. Designed
by Harland and Wolff of Belfast,
Northern Ireland, which built
the Titanic, the Viphya capsized
in a storm just weeks after its
launch, with the loss of 145 lives.
Its replacement, the steelriveted Ilala — the second ferry
to bear that name — was
designed in Glasgow, Scotland,
and transported in pieces by
ship and railway to Monkey
Bay, where it was assembled in
the lake’s only floating dry dock.
Captain Lameck Mponda has
been sailing the lake for more
than 50 years. “Lake Malawi is
so big that it behaves like a sea,
with dangerous storms,” he
says. “The first ferry for the
lake, built here in 1899, was
powered by steam, which used
a lot of trees. This new ship will
cut through the high waves in a
magnificent way.”
Monkeys and baboons still
live at Monkey Bay. “We have to
be careful leaving tools and
equipment out, otherwise the
monkeys borrow them without
asking,” says Mponda.
Malawi Shipping is a
subsidiary of Mota-Engil, a
multinational infrastructure
group set up in Angola and
Portugal in 1946 that now
works in 10 African countries,
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Tortuous journey
just to get to work
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employing nearly 15,000
people. In 2010, Mota-Engil
bought the concession for
Monkey Bay shipyard along
with a fleet of ships, including
the Chauncy Maples. Reputed
to be Africa’s oldest working
ship, the 113-year-old Chauncy
Maples is under renovation in
Monkey Bay, being converted
into a mobile clinic.
Mota-Engil aims to make
water transport compete with
road. “There are no roads to
these remote villages and
islands,” says chief executive
Gilberto Rodriguez. “Chilembwe
will carry passengers as well as
cargo, food and medicines. This
new ship will benefit passengers
on Lake Malawi and increase
the skills and capacity of local
artisans and engineers.”
The Ilala’s schedule was
recently cut back to focus on
the north of the lake. “With new
roads and fast bus services in
the south of the lake, few
people were using the ferry
from Monkey Bay,” says Carlos
Lima, shipyard manager for
Malawi Shipping. “By
concentrating on the north, the
ferry can now call more often at
places with no access to roads.”
A few people will mourn the
passing of the Ilala’s week-long
trip, but many will welcome the
fast new service.

The first Ilala was built in Poplar, east
London, in 1875 and shipped in
pieces to the mouth of the Zambezi
River. It was assembled, sailed
upriver to Murchison Cataracts,
(now the Kapichira Falls), dismantled
again, carried overland by 800 men
to the upper Shire River,
re-assembled and sailed into Lake
Malawi. All this in seven months.
In 1949, after the Ilala’s successor,
the Viphya, capsized, Nyasaland
Railways commissioned Yarrow
Shipbuilders at Scotstoun, Glasgow
(now part of BAE) to build the
52-metre diesel-powered Ilala II for
£120,000, with seven watertight
transverse bulkheads. It was
transported in pieces by ship and
railway to Monkey Bay, where it was
assembled.
Third-class passengers sat on
wooden benches on the vessel’s
lower deck or among the open
cargo of dried fish, maize flour and
firewood. Second-class passengers
had shelter, while first-class
passengers ate with the captain in
the saloon, or drank Malawi gin on
the top deck.
In 1977, Oliver Ransford wrote in
his book Malawi, Livingstone’s Lake:
‘Amid the excited bell ringing, siren
shrieks and hooting, laughing
crowds of Malawians line up on the
Ilala’s deck to disembark, cluttered
up with baggage that includes
bicycles, cages filled with
squawking fowl, sewing machines
and even tethered goats.”
The Ilala has featured on several
sets of stamps. Its fate has not been
undecided, but it may be refurbished
as a luxury vintage lake cruiser.

Lake Malawi, bordered by Malawi,
Tanzania and Mozambique, is Africa’s
third-largest lake, 587km long, 84km
wide and up to 1km deep.
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Several million people depend on the
lake for fishing, and the ferry is a
lifeline for thousands of people. The
lake is also an important focus for
tourism for Malawi, a landlocked
country of 15 million people, which last
year celebrated the 50th anniversary
of independence from Britain. Tourist
accommodation ranges from the
five-star Kaya Mawa lodge on Likoma
Island to campsites for backpackers.

01, 02 Passengers boarding and
d isembarking from the Ilala (Photography:
Janie Hampton)
03 New and old, side by side: the Ilala and
the Chilembwe take to the lake
(Photograph: Malawi Shipping Company)

