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Maybe | should have known better, but a while back when I called into Cheli & Peacock’s
offices in Lengai House at Wilson Airport to collect a voucher for Kitich Camp in the
Mathews Range, | was astonished to learn that the company’s portfolio of tented camps
and lodges consists of no fewer than 14 properties, Six of them company owned, the
remainder marketed on behalf of owners, scattered around the choicest locations of
Kenya. Somehow Cheli & Peacock sort of crept into my consciousness seemingly by
stealth when | wasn’t looking and there they are, one of Kenya’s major providers of top-
end safaris up there with the very best and biggest. How could | be so ignorant?

| decided to find out.

The story began in 1985, 26 years ago. And this fact alone stood me back on my heels -
and then another whammy - it was started by Stefano and Liz Cheli from what sounded,
well, like a good idea at the time with just the two of them sitting around a camp fire
somewhere in the bush pondering what to do next with their lives. In their words:

‘We started our safari company because we loved the wilderness and enjoyed
sharing it with others’.

Well, so do | and always have, but that did not lead me to start a major business from
scratch in one of the toughest and competitive fields there is. They did, and what a
success it has been.

Several weeks passed before | could interview Liz Cheli (née Peacock) at Lengai House
(I had hoped for a double header but Stefano had had to make a business trip at short
notice). Stefano is, as his name implies, of Italian extraction coming to Kenya with his
parents in 1963 where his father had taken a job running a coffee farm near Thika that

24 travel news November 2011



had just been purchased by his boss, an
ltalian count. When it was time to move
on, the family decided to stay in Kenya to
manage Oasis Lodge at Lake Turkana.

After school in ltaly and then trying his hand
at being a policeman and then a waiter in
Paris, Stefano succumbed to the call of
Africa and spent some years as a hunter in
Tanzania before moving to Laikipia to work
at Colcheccio Ranch (now Loisaba) where
he met Liz who had been a tour guide with
Bush Buck Safaris but was then working
on nearby Segera Ranch.

Liz who was born in Venezuela had
come to Kenya in 1961 where her father
had taken a job at Plessey, a British
telecommunications company, and had
been educated at Nairobi’'s Valley Road
Loreto Convent before studying agriculture
in the UK.

Stefano and Liz knew guiding and that a life
in the bush was what they wanted and so,
in 1985, with a Kshs. 300,000/~ loan from
a friendly bank (any form of security would
have been a problem!), they purchased a
safari vehicle and an idea was realized.
Using booked camp sites in Meru National
Park and locations in Laikipia for their first
camping safaris.

Soon the operation had grown to two Land
Cruisers, five tents and then a permanent
camp site not far from Finch-Hatton’s in
Tsavo West National Park.

In 1992, a Maasai family offered the newly
incorporated Cheli & Peacock a concession
of 20,000 acres on the border of the
Amboseli National Park. When permission
was obtained for fifteen permanent tents,
Tortilis Tented Camp (the name is taken
from a variety of thorn tree that grows
there) was born.

Still the flagship of the company, Tortilis
offers the combined benefits of a private
concession (exclusive use, night game
drives and bush walks, for example) with
the advantage of immediate access to
the park and its abundant wildlife. Other
properties followed and the portfolio
gradually expanded to the present fourteen
tented camps and lodges, for some of
which, Cheli & Peacock handle only the
sales and marketing functions.

In parallel with the building and
management of their in-house tented
camps, Cheli & Peacock is a tour operator
in its own right, booking clients into hotels,




lodges and camps in Kenya and elsewhere
in Africa through a network of associates
in South Africa, Zambia, Zimbabwe and
other countries in the region.

Liz pointed out that the same charges are
levied for their bookings into company-
controlled camps and lodges as those to
other tour operators, avoiding any possible
accusations of unfair price discounting.
Obvious maybe, but smart all the same.

When | did manage to get both Liz and
Stefano togetherto sitdown with me around
the same table (a not inconsiderable
task), it became clear that the force that
drives them and the company is not solely
about running a successful enterprise,
but is equally about satisfying another
agenda which they call ‘conservation
tourism’; something others might refer to
as ‘green’, ‘environmentally friendly’ or
‘sustainable’. Even now, the company’s
newsletters commence with ‘Dear Partner
in Conservation’, stressing that ever since
Stefano and Liz started what they call ‘this
adventure’ twenty-six years ago, they have
sought ways both to support eco-systems
wherever they operate, combined with a
minimal environmental impact.

This philosophy put them well ahead of
their time and many years passed before
such considerations became fashionable
let alone de rigueur. Because the majority
(some say 70%, others 80%) of Kenya’s
wildlife exists outside the national parks
and reserves mostly on private land,
realistic conservation has to impact on
areas where people live, tend livestock
and grow crops, because without their
cooperation, sustainability is a lost cause.

How to do this — to show people that there
is a benefit from conserving the wilderness
and the fauna and flora it supports — is
the key element in winning hearts and
minds that has engaged Richard Leakey,
David Western and other thinkers for a
considerable amount of time.

Most national parks and reserves are
not fenced (and of course the wildlife
is oblivious to any kind of demarcation
lines), with the result that pastoralists and
farmers view wildlife in whatever form as a
bane on their livelihoods which is already
tough enough without having elephants
enthusiastically trampling on a ripening
field of maize, or lions Killing livestock.
In other words, if landowners receive no
direct or indirect benefit from the wildlife
that roams across their
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land, why on earth should
they act to sustain it?

A tourist can go gooey
watching a herd of
elephants wander the
plains of the Mara,
but the same herd
destroying months of
work in your shamba
is an entirely different
matter.

Somewhere along the
way, Stefano and Liz found
the time to get married and
have since produced two

Liz & Stefano
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A view like no other - Tortilis Camp Iook'ihg towards Kilimanjaro

sons, Joss and Sebastian, who must be
an interesting mix of their father’s natural
exuberance (he is ltalian after all) and their
mother’s level- headedness (her British
reserve).

In the early 1990s, Liz and Stefano
began putting their ideas into practice by
entering into an agreement with leaders
representing a local community to erect
a tented camp on a site close to the west
gate of the Samburu National Reserve
overlooking the Uaso Nyiro river. This was
pioneering work, since copied elsewhere
in Kenya; a suitably luxurious camp
is created for tourists while providing
employment opportunities for local people
and generating a sustainable income for
the community by way of a share of the
revenue arising from bed-nights, game
viewing fees and other benefits.

Unfortunately, an increasing, and by 1997,
almost complete breakdown of security in
the area meant that the camp had to be
dismantled and moved south to Laikipia.
Nevertheless, another idea had been tried
and proved to be successful.

In 1992, Liz and Stefano had co-founded
Camp Fire Conservation with a group of
like-minded operators, with the object of
obtaining permission from leaders of the
local community for semi-permanent camp
sites around the periphery of the northern
Masai Mara. Cheli and Peacock’s original

site eventually became Elephant Pepper
Camp, still in use today.

There’s an interesting story behind the
formation of Elsa’s Kopje, perched high on
a bluff in Meru National Park. In 1994, Liz
and Stefano were looking to establish a
camp in the park and had set up base on
the Adamson’s old campsite beneath the
Mughwango kopje from which they set off
on exploratory trips.

During that time, the only permanent
accommodation was provided by a run-
down government-owned and managed
lodge which was teetering on the point
of closure, and attracting scarcely any
visitors and thus no income for the Kenya
Wildlife Service or the government. There
was even talk of de-gazetting the park and
converting its extensive wetlands into rice
plantations.

The first time Stefano climbed up the kopje
and took a breather to admire the view on
a flat area (that was to become the site of
a future dining room and sitting area), he
was charged by a hungry lioness emitting
roars that Liz could hear below. She claims
that he came down in no more than three
mighty bounds (until then she had not
realized he was so athletic) and of course
the story was too good to pass up, and so
Elsa’s Kopje it became.

>»
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What might be called a happy bye-product
of this venture was that Meru National
Park was saved from destruction and has
since been revived, and the old lodge
refurbished. But most satisfying for the
Chelis is that the park is currently home to
an estimated eighty rhinoceros, substantial
herds of elephant and much other wildlife.

Other properties followed. In 2006 Joy’s
Camp, named after the famed authoress
of the books about Elsa the lioness, in
the Shaba National Reserve, was built
from scratch in a little known area near
the eastern perimeter leading to much
improved community relations, growing
numbers of game and affording visitors the
opportunity to visit a beautiful and once
remote part of the reserve.

In 2009, Cheli & Peacock took over the
running of Lewa Safari Camp situated
inside the Lewa Wildlife Conservancy; in
the same year they bought Kitich Tented
Camp in the Mathews Mountain Range.
This involved a virtual total rebuild on the
banks of the Ngeng River, overlooking

flood plains and the steeply wooded
mountains beyond. Again this has created
a renewed interest in conservancy on the
part of the local community by virtue of
the fact that income is being generated
and employment opportunities created for
the benefit of all. Moreover, it is Stefano’s
favourite property in the entire Cheli &
Peacock stable.

As with any business that has had to suffer
the slings and arrows of the market’s ups
and downs, there have been setbacks.
Stefano and Liz are unanimous in that the
business barely survived the first Gulf War,
whereupon six months went by without
them seeing a single paying visitor. What
saw them through that nightmare was a
three-month contract with a Hollywood
film producer to provide accommodation
and sustenance during the shooting of an
IMAX film in which the superhero saves
helpless animals from the clutches of evil
poachers.

Overlook the fact that the movie was never
going to earn plaudits for originality or
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garner any Academy Awards, because instead of heading straight to video, a Japanese
face was superimposed over that of the leading man (a minor western film star) who
ended up miraculously speaking fluent Japanese on screen! Never mind, said Liz, the
income it generated was a lifesaver.

By 2005 it had become obvious that the concept that had led to the formation of Campfire
Conservation was no longer viable once a decision, taken by the government for the
creation of individual land titles for the hundreds of families living in the area north of the
Mara, was fully implemented. This change meant that each parcel of land of whatever size
could be put to any use that took the owner’s fancy, resulting in a patchwork of shambas
(farms) and grazing areas and even to the advent of commercial farming on the larger
holdings. However, what could have been a completely catastrophic event in terms of
wildlife welfare and conservation, turned out to have a positive side upon the formation of
the Mara North Conservancy. A growing number of stakeholders progressively agreed
to pool their individual holdings, soon numbering some nine hundred parcels or 77,000
acres of land, and put the whole of them to use for wildlife conservation; the quid pro
quo being a share of revenues derived from tourism arising from the establishment of a
specific number of eco-friendly tented camps in the new conservancy.

What about the future, | asked? Both Stefano and Liz replied that there were no immediate
plansforexpansionbutmyguessisthatadynamicorganizationsuchasCheli&Peacockdoes
notrestonitslaurels,andthatsomething willcome up, and probably soonerratherthanlater.

To view the Cheli & Peacock portfolio click HERE
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