
e approach the edge of the park, crossing from the Maasai Mara 
to one of its neighboring conservancies. A cheetah retreats to the 
shade of a thorny acacia tree, rolling over as his long, spotted tail 
swishes away the f lies, drowsy from the sun but remaining alert 
to passing prey. Once a part of a coalition but now working alone, 
he sits upright, head angled forward, spotting a lone impala, 
which he then follows silently.

Further along our path, elephants cross the lush plains of 
long grass turning from green to golden before the seasonal rains come and a troop of 
baboons laze in the shade of a desert date tree.

On the journey between Ol Kiombo Airstrip and Mara Expedition Camp alone, the 
abundance of wildlife inhabiting the Maasai Mara National Reserve and its surrounding 
conservancies is breathtaking. Two gray crowned cranes hop, f luff their feathers and 
stretch out their wings as they perform their animated mating dance. A pack of banded 
mongooses scurry across the plain, standing on their hind legs in unison to watch us 
pass by before continuing on their path. A superb starling f lits past in a f lash of neon 
blue and orange, and a dazzle of zebras that have migrated from the east graze peace-
fully on the dry grass.

Amid all this activity lies Mara Expedition Camp, a luxurious hideaway comprising 
just six standalone tented suites, a central dining, bar and lounge area, an open-fronted 
kitchen for interaction with the chef and a kitchen garden. All of this is set amid a grove 
of acacia trees on an area of high ground commanding views over a valley of Maasai Mara 
National Reserve.

A CLOSER LOOK

 A Lasting   
IMPRESSION

Great Plains pairs luxury with care  
for the land and communities  

in Kenya’s extraordinary Maasai Mara
BY LAUREN JADE HILL

Great Plains 
co-founder 
Beverly Joubert
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Dereck and Beverly Joubert are the co-founders of Great Plains, 
the conservation tourism company behind several lodges and 
camps in Kenya, Botswana and Zimbabwe, including this intrepid 
new property which officially opened this spring. Having spent 
several decades exploring the African wilderness, the Jouberts 
have made a name for themselves as award-winning filmmakers, 
photographers, conservationists and National Geographic 
Explorers-at-Large. Together they have garnered an impressive 22 
Emmy nominations and eight Emmy Awards, while producing 
more than 30 wildlife films and publishing 14 books.

As well as initiating conservation and community initiatives 
through Great Plains Foundation, the couple carefully curates 
each of their properties to have a positive impact on the area while 
also introducing guests to the ecosystem, telling a story through 
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LIFEBEAUT Y TRAVELST YLE CULTURE

every element of the décor and encouraging staff from the local 
communities to share insight into their cultures. In line with Great 
Plains’ sustainability ethos, each camp is solar-powered.

At Mara Expedition Camp, spacious tented suites and shared 
dining areas are decorated according to a classic safari aesthetic, 
drawing inspiration from early day explorers and featuring cam-
paign furniture alongside unique curios and large prints of the 
Jouberts’ own wildlife photography. But as luxurious as the camp 
interiors are, the Mara Expedition experience is about being 
immersed in its wildlife-rich surroundings.

From here, game drives take in the Maasai Mara ecosystem as 
well as the more private 70,000-acre Mara North Conservancy. 
Sunrise drives are rewarded with surprise breakfast set-ups in the 
wilderness, lunches can be served out in the reserve and conser-
vancies to extend a morning drive into an entire day’s exploration, 
then sundowners on an evening drive are followed by a lantern-lit 
dinner at the camp, either in the open-sided dining area or at a 
private table set amid the trees.

Sister property Mara Plains Camp, which is a Relais & 
Châteaux member, is an easy drive—one often extended to take in 
more wildlife sightings en route—from Mara Expedition Camp. 

The property reopened in the summer of 2021 following a property-wide refurbishment, 
which included adding the luxurious new Mara Plains Jahazi Suite, raising each area up 
onto stilts and adding raised walkways, with a bridge crossing over the river to its stand-
alone honeymoon suite.

The camp’s five one-bedroom suites and new two-bedroom Jahazi Suite are joined by 
an open-sided living and dining area with well-stocked bar, a wine cellar, boutique and 
library. Carved Lamu doors from Zanzibar provide a dramatic entrance to the grandest of 
suites, where Moroccan lamps hang from the canvas ceilings and copper bathtubs over-
look the wilderness. Tucked into trees with views over the surrounding plains and river 
that runs through, Mara Plains is located in the wildlife-dense, 100,000-acre Olare 
Motorogi Conservancy bordering the Maasai Mara reserve.

Also hosting guests of Great Plains in this expanse of wilderness is the 50,000-acre 
Naboisho Conservancy’s intimate Mara Nyika Camp, which is now welcoming travelers for 
the first time after travel restrictions have been eased, having opened its five one-bedroom 
and one two-bedroom suites in 2020. Raised walkways lead guests from the open-sided 
living area—featuring a wine cellar, library and boutique—to each suite made up of three 
adjoining canvas tents, with views over the plains from tree-shaded terraces and interiors 
distinguished by their antique furnishings and luxurious touches.

The four-suite Mara Toto Camp, which has also just emerged from a complete renova-
tion, completes Great Plains’ collection in the Maasai Mara area as a seasonal camp that’s 
only open from May to October for the Great Migration, with the company’s other Kenyan 
property, ol Donyo Lodge, located between Tsavo and Amboseli National Parks in the 
Chyulu Hills.

Built to benefit the environment and community through their conservation tourism 
model, each camp supports hundreds of Maasai families with a sustainable livelihood 
and helps to ensure conservation of the ecosystem. The company’s charitable arm, Great 
Plains Foundation, builds on this by identifying and implementing programs that 
address the nexus between people, land and wildlife to have a lasting positive impact on 
these wildlife areas.

The Jouberts continue to enhance their existing camps, adding plunge pools to Mara 
Expedition Camp and the Jahazi Suite of Mara Plains while also planning additional 
camps in the Mara area, further heightening the positive impact they have on this ecosys-
tem and community.

For guests, these luxurious camps provide an introduction to an extraordinary envi-
ronment where desert date trees dot the plains, giraffes cross the horizon and twisting 
rivers act as the ecosystem’s lifelines, with one of the world’s great wildlife spectacles, the 
Great Migration, taking place over several months every year. At any time of year, this 
great landscape will leave a lasting impression on all those who travel through. ■

WHERE TO  
STAY IN NAIROBI 

HEMINGWAYS NAIROBI
One of the Kenyan capital’s leading 
five-star hotels, Hemingways Nairobi 

places guests in the leafy  
neighborhood of Karen. The property’s 
lush tropical gardens are planted with 

flowers and palms and feature a 
sun-lounger-lined pool. All-suite 

accommodations with dedicated butler 
service are joined by convivial social 
spaces including an indoor-outdoor 

brasserie, sophisticated bar and serene 
spa, all leading off the hotel’s  

grand lobby. hemingways-collection.com

HOW TO 
DO IT RIGHT 

MANGO AFRICAN SAFARIS
Specializing in customized journeys to 

Africa, Mango African Safaris can 
arrange bespoke trips to the Maasai 

Mara and each of Great Plains’ camps. 
A five-night safari with Mango could 

include all flights (to and from New York 
City), two nights at Mara Expedition, 

one night at Mara Plains and two nights 
at Mara Nyika. mangoafricansafaris.com 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Mara Expedition Camp’s  
tented lounge and bar; zebra at  
ol Donyo Lodge; antelope in the plains

FROM TOP: 

The indoor-outdoor 
living and dining 
pavilion at Mara 
Expedition Camp; 
elephants on a  
game drive through 
the reserve
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