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KING KONG
AND CO.
SAFARI
Best from: KISORO
You need: 3 DAYS
Type:

Of just 720 mountain gorillas left in all of Africa, Uganda’s
Bwindi National Park, that houses half of these endangered
primates, offers the ultimate gorilla trek. Every day, UWA hands
out permits to just eight lucky souls. STEPHEN CUNLIFFE got
lucky, and spent an hour with a family of 18 gorillas

W

ITH
Bwindi
considered a vital
sanctuary for the
endangered
mountain gorilla,
and Kibale Forest boasting the
highest primate density in the
world, Uganda has rightfully
earned a reputation as a
Mecca for primate-lovers from
around the globe.
And while chimpanzees are
unquestionably fascinating to
watch, nothing can rival the
experience of spending an
hour in the presence of a
habituated family of gigantic
gorillas. A mere 720 mountain
gorillas remain in all of Africa,
and half of these enigmatic
primates
reside
within
Uganda’s Bwindi Impenetrable
Forest National Park.

The ultimate trek

A mother and cub caught in a playful moment. PICS/STEPHEN CUNLIFFE

At 8 am, we met our Ugandan
Wildlife Authority (UWA)
guides, trackers and porters at
the Bwindi park office. Our
permit allowed us to track and
spend an hour in the company
of the Rushegura group of 18
gorillas: one of only four
habituated families within
Bwindi. Each day, UWA allows
just eight lucky souls to track
each of their habituated
gorilla troops. Today, we were
the privileged few. After the
permits were verified and

paperwork completed, we set
off along a damp forest trail in
search of King Kong and his
friends.
The trek to find these
gentle giants of the forest can
be a tough one. The first time I
went in search of a gorilla
troop, we trekked for nine
exhausting hours before we
finally located our quarry. At
that time, the Habinyanja
group was a newly habituated
family and the trek was
uncharacteristically long and
challenging.
Usually, treks last a couple
of hours at most, although rain
can always make the going
tougher by transforming the
forest hike into a muddy slog
through the jungle. After all,
Bwindi is a rainforest and
afternoon rain showers and a
little mud are not uncommon,
even during the dry season.
The trackers immediately
melted into the forest ahead
and picked up the fresh tracks
from the spot where they had
left the gorillas the previous
night. We plodded along,
absorbed by the cacophony of
bird song issuing from the
forest all around us.
An hour into the trek, we
came across an army of
vicious-looking safari ants that
our guides warned us to keep
out of our pants. After jumping

over them, we stopped near a
clear mountain stream for a
welcome rest and drink
break. The forest was
stunningly beautiful, but it
was also stiflingly hot and
humid. As we prepared to
move on, the radio crackled to
life. “Gorillas 800 metres
ahead. Feeding and resting in
a small forest clearing.” The
news was like music to our
ears. Excitement bubbled over
and we picked up the pace in
anticipation of an imminent
meeting.

Our closest living relatives

We crept forward into a forest
clearing and our reward was
sweet: a rare opportunity to
spend time with a family of
gigantic apes that share 98 per
cent of our DNA. We sat in
awed silence, mesmerised by
the antics of this band of
peaceful
primates
that
surrounded us. Their uncanny
resemblance
to
humans
stunned me, particularly their
fingers, complete with human
knuckles and fingernails.
Being mere metres from
these gentle giants was
enthralling. The gorillas went
about their business without a
care in the world, oblivious to
our intrusion. The youngsters
squabbled and their mothers
reprimanded them, while the

GETTING
THERE

Stephen at the entrance to the Volcanoes National Park in Rwanda

This cub hangs on to its mother for dear life
big silverback males alternated
between nonchalantly munching tasty bamboo shoots and
dozing peacefully.
Time whizzed by and an
hour was up before we knew
it. As we retreated from their
presence, I was convinced that
sharing an hour with a family
of 18 gorillas must rank as one
of the greatest wildlife
experiences on earth.

Don’t delay your visit

In Uganda, two parks —
Bwindi and Mgahinga —
harbour habituated gorilla
groups and offer the privileged
visitor a rare chance to spend
an hour in the company of our
critically endangered relatives.
Be prepared to part with

some hard-earned cash as the
permits go for a hefty US$500
(approx Rs 24,000) fee, but it
is a unique experience that is
worth every last paisa. With a
total of just 32 permits a day
on offer for all four gorilla
troops, booking ahead is
essential.
With the Switzerland of
Africa clawing its way back
onto the global tourism stage,
now is the time to visit the
gentle giants of this alluring
nation. Sooner or later, tourist
hordes will discover Uganda’s
rich attractions, so make sure
you get to enjoy a life-changing encounter with a band of
gorillas before that happens.
smdmail@mid-day.com

They go about their business in full view of the camera

BEST GROUND
HANDLERS
>The Far Horizon is a highly
recommended ground
handler for all your
Ugandan and Rwandan
safari needs.
www.thefarhorizons.com,
or contact them at
info@thefarhorizons.com.
>The Eye
(www.theeye.co.ug) is
another excellent source for
entertainment, restaurants
and alternative
accommodation options in
Uganda. Gorilla permits and
trekking information can be
found on the Ugandan
Wildlife Authority website
www.uwa.or.ug/gorilla.html

WHERE
TO STAY

CLOUDS Mountain
Gorilla Lodge has
eight luxurious en
suite chalets with
cosy fireplaces, and
is recommended for
its view of the forest
towards Rwanda and
the Virunga
Mountains.
Tariffs (valid until
July 2011, cover
accommodation, full
board, drinks and
local community
fees): US $470 per
adult, US $220 per
child (3-12 years
sharing with adult)
www.wildplacesafric
a.com/gorilla-lodge.

MOST
CONVENIENT
FLIGHT ROUTE:
Via Dubai. Fly
Emirates Airlines
(Emirates.com)
connecting
through Dubai en
route to Uganda.
Other alternatives
include Ethiopian
Airlines
(Ethiopianairlines.
com) via Addis
Ababa and Kenya
Airways (Kenyaairways.com) via
Nairobi. On arrival
in Entebbe, you can
choose between a
full-day drive or a
short scenic
charter flight
(Flyuganda.com)
to Kisoro.
LOCATION: The
Bwindi
Impenetrable
Forest lies in
southwestern
Uganda on the
border with the
Congo, just north
of Rwanda.
VISAS: Indian
nationals require a
tourist visa to visit
Uganda. However,
this can be
acquired on arrival
at Entebbe
International
Airport.
CLIMATE AND
BEST TIME TO
VISIT: You can go
gorilla trekking
365 days a year,
although the
walking conditions
are easier and less
slippery during the
dry seasons (midDecember to early
March and midJune to
September).
HEALTH AND
SAFETY
CONCERNS:
Uganda is a
malaria-prone
area. Consult your
doctor regarding
malaria
prophylactics and
immunisation
before leaving.

SLUM TOURISM IN RIO

Check out where MJ filmed his video

While Indians took offence and
were up in arms about the
depiction of Mumbai’s slums in
Danny Boyle’s Slumdog
Millionaire; in Rio De Janeiro,
officials are actually inviting
tourists to come visit the
slums. The Santa Marta
shantytown became the first
such community in a
programme meant to promote
tourism in poor neighbourhoods
that represent some of the
unique local music and art
work. Called Rio Top Tour: Rio
de Janeiro in a Different
Perspective, the programme
will also reward communities

like Santa Marta that have been
cleared of the violent drug
gangs that are infamous in
Rio’s hillsides. Slum residents
will be trained to work as
tourist guides, and street signs
in English will be posted
throughout the shantytown
housing 5,000 people.
Attractions will include the
place where Michael Jackson
filmed the video for his song
They don’t really care about us,
a samba school and works of
local artists, as well as a vista
point with a breathtaking view
of the city. (AP)
PIC/AFP PHOTO

YOU'D NEVER GUESS!
It’s not just Suri Cruise who
cuddles up to a security blanket
and a doll as her jetsetting
actor parents (Tom Cruise and
Katie Holmes) travel the world
while shooting. Travelodge
(.com) has reported that 25 per
cent of grown men travel with
stuffed animals when away on
business, because it reminds
them of home and helps fill the
void in the absence of partners.
Sob sob. It gets better. One in
10 single men also admitted
that they hide their teddy bear

when their girlfriend stays over,
and 14 per cent of married men
said they hid their teddy bear in
the wardrobe or under the bed
when family or friends visited.
Wow!

DRIVE IN FOR SWISS SEX
The Daily Mail reports that police in
Switzerland are planning to build drive-in
‘sex boxes’ to let prostitutes work in a more
discreet environment. This, after complaints
from residents whose homes overlook the red
light district in Zurich. The boxes are wide
enough for those seeking the services of a
prostitute to park their car. Police spokesman
Reto Casanova said: ‘We can’t get rid of
prostitution, so we have to learn how to
control it.’ We bet George Michael is
wondering why this didn’t happen when he
was arrested for soliciting in public!

