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Above left: 
Curious 
Guereza 
black-and-
white colobus 
monkeys are 
a regular 
sight in the 
fruiting and 
flowering trees
Top right: The 
Dungu River is 
home to one of 
the highest 
densities of 
hippo in Africa
Bottom right: 
Garamaba is 
also home to 
the comical 
warthog

JEWEL IN THE CROWN
Located adjacent to the Sudanese 
border in the northeastern 
corner of DRC, the reserve was 
established by Belgian royal decree 
in 1938. Garamba has long been 
considered the jewel in the crown 
of Central Africa’s parks, but after 
the country gained independence 
in 1960 the new government was 
ill-equipped to deal with a sudden 
surge in poaching, as a succession 
of commercial poaching gangs, 
guerrilla armies and destitute 
refugees plundered the park.

After decades of abuse and 
neglect, care of the park has 
fallen to African Parks, a dynamic 
conservation organisation that 
manages Garamba on behalf of 
the Congolese government. When 
I touched down at the Nagero 
park headquarters, Luis Arranz, 
head of APN’s Garamba Project, 
brought me up to speed on the 
current situation. 

“With the recent demise of 
the guerrillas, the volatile security 
situation in the region has finally 
stabilised and the park is once 
again safe for tourists. We still face 
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recious few words embody the same mystique 
and conjure up the same mix of emotions as 
‘Congo’. Traditionally epitomising remote Africa, 

it remains one of the last great unknowns on the African 
continent. Enigmatic Garamba – in the heart of the 
Congo – is one of the oldest national parks in Africa and, 
after decades of abuse at the hands of rebel armies and 
commercial poaching gangs, its once prolific herds are 
rebounding. With the demise of the notorious Lord’s 
Resistance Army (LRA) and the timely arrival of the 
African Parks Network (APN), Garamba is determinedly 
clawing its way back onto the safari map.

and hypnotic gaze demanded 
we return to appreciate them 
once more. As we banked sharply 
over the river, preparing to come 
around for another pass, I noticed 
the river was littered with the 
distinctive pink blobs of hippos. I 
estimated in excess of 150 of these 
ubiquitous behemoths in one 
sizeable pod alone.

It struck me that everything 
is big in Garamba. from the huge 
grassy plains and wide-open spaces 
to the massive herds that roam its 
savannah landscapes, the park just 
doesn’t do small.

the next day, wishing to 
immerse myself further in 
Garamba’s savanna wilderness, I 
traded my seat in the microlight 
for a spot on a game-viewing 
Landcruiser.

Our two-vehicle convoy 
ploughed along a newly graded 
road as we forged a route deep 
inside the park. With work 

In one particularly impressive elephant herd more than 
fifty grey giants, accompanied by youngsters of every 
age and size, strode across the vibrant landscape below. 
This was a savannah teeming with wildlife

Lush green 
grasslands dominate 
Garamba’s southern 
region, providing 
an idyllic habitat 
and plenty of 
food for thousands 
of elephants and 
buffaloes

Soon we were soaring over herd 
after herd of buffalo and elephant 
feeding on the lush grasslands 
alongside the Dungu River. In one 
particularly impressive elephant 
herd,more than fifty grey giants, 
accompanied by youngsters of 
every age and size, strode across the 
vibrant landscape below. this was a 
savannah teeming with wildlife.

“Lions down below!” Stéphane’s 
voice crackled inside my headset. 

“Why don’t we go and take a 
closer look?” 

Before I could answer, the 
microlight was thrown into a 
steep dive. Seconds later we 
were skimming along, barely ten 
metres above the ground, while 
my stomach felt as if it had been 
left behind at 500 feet! As I fought 
to rein in my pounding heart, the 
regal heads of a handsome pair 
of male lions rose above the grass 
and fixed our aircraft with a bold 
stare. their burning olive eyes 

ongoing challenges, but nothing 
insurmountable, and now is the 
crucial moment for us to save this 
iconic park.” 

there’s no doubt that Arranz 
and his team have their work cut 
out in Garamba, but he remains 
positive and his final comments 
gave me a feeling of real hope.

“As you explore the area 
over the coming days you will be 
amazed at just how much wildlife 
still survives here. Garamba is a 
resilient place and, given half a 
chance, it will bounce back.”

aN aERIaL adVENTURE
Early the next morning, I joined 
APN pilot Stéphane Carre for a 
dawn jaunt over the reserve’s 
gently undulating savannahs. 
After all the poaching talk, my 
expectations were not too high. 

the microlight banked sharply 
after take-off and, like a raptor riding 
a thermal, spiralled steadily upwards. 

LuRkING IN NORthEAStERN DRC, WORLD hERItAGE-LIStED GARAMBA IS quItE POSSIBLy AfRICA’S WILDESt NAtIONAL PARk. 
It MAy BE REMOtE AND INACCESSIBLE But It’S WELL WORth MAkING thE EffORt tO GO thERE, SAyS STEPhEN CuNLIffE
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Touchdown safari

Take me there: Garamba Getaway
Fly to Entebbe with Kenya Airways and travel 
to Arua in uganda’s far northwest where you 
can connect with an APN charter flight to the 
all-weather airstrip at Nagero. Visits during the 
dry season (December to May) are most rewarding 
with March and April boasting the best wildlife-
viewing conditions. Rooms in the new Garamba 
Guest Lodge start at $80 per person per night. 
Reservations are essential; contact Nuria Ortega 
at infogaramba@gmail.com. l further information 
at: www.african-parks.org/garamba
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finally turned the corner and 
embarked on the road to 
recovery. At the dawn of this 
exciting new era Garamba 
remains the preserve of 
adventure aficionados looking 
for a truly wild African safari 
experience. If you feel that 
you’ve been-there-and-done-
that and are looking for 
something different, then 
Garamba is the place for you. 
While many people are put off 
by the prospect of entering the 
Congo, hardcore adventurers 
salivate at the mere thought of 
exploring this untamed African 
Eden. Only the most dedicated 
individuals will undertake the 
arduous journey to reach 
Garamba and earn the right to 
explore this remote ecosystem. 
for the fortunate few who make 
the effort, the ultimate reward 
awaits: the rare privilege of 
having one of Africa’s oldest, 
remotest and wildest national 
parks all to yourself. 

Above:
The Garamba 
River 
sluggishly 
snakes its way 
through the 
heart of this 
iconic savannah 
landscape

currently underway to upgrade 
over 700 kilometres of internal 
park roads, Garamba’s derelict 
game-drive tracks should be in 
great shape for the coming  
safari season. 

As we bounced along the 
rejuvenated track I struck up a 
conversation with our mandatory 
park-assigned escort ranger. It 
turned out that Mambo Marindo, 
with 15 years experience in 
Garamba, is the reserve’s only 
English-speaking tourist guide. 

Mambo told me that Garamba 
is a predominantly savannah 
grassland reserve surrounded by 
dense woodland and forest.

“this makes it an ideal 
environment in which to enjoy 
memorable wildlife encounters, 
although not many tourists have 
come to Garamba recently, but in 
the future we hope to see many 
more visitors.”

Our conversation stopped 
abruptly when Mambo noticed 
vultures descending into a clump 
of sausage trees not far from the 
road. he immediately signalled the 
driver to pull over. 

“Do you want to join me to check 
what has died here?” he asked. 

I grabbed my camera, Mambo 
cocked his Ak47 and we set off, 
circling downwind in case there 

were predators in the vicinity. 
Soon we were following our noses 
as the pungent odour allowed us 
to home in on the carcass. Arriving 
at the kill, we inadvertently 
surprised a clan of hyena feasting 
on the putrid flesh of a dead 
hippo. the scavengers took fright 
and loped off into the grasslands. 
After Mambo confirmed that 
the creature had died of natural 
causes, we retreated to the 
vehicle, leaving the stinking hippo 
to the scavengers.

In Garamba you never know 
what’s lying in wait around the 
next corner. In the course of an 
action-packed drive we sighted 
herds of elephant, buffalo, Lelwel’s 
hartebeest, ugandan kob and 
defassa waterbuck. But, best of all, 
we had one of Africa’s last great 
chunks of genuine wilderness all 
to ourselves.

A warm welcome awaited us 
back at Garamba Guest Lodge.
this new luxury camp, which 
boasts some of the most lavish 
and attractive facilities in all of 
Central Africa, features ten double 
bungalows, a restaurant and 
tranquil riverside verandah. 

TRUE WILdERNESS
After decades of abuse, the park 
and its wildlife appear to have 


