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I’m in the tent, trying to 
muster the courage  

to dash outside for a wee. 
I strain to hear them over 

the waterfall, but there are 
a few grunts... the buffaloes 

are still near the camp, 
though they aren’t so close 

now. I shine my torch 
outside to look for the 

spooky glow of their 
eyes. Nothing’s close.  

I fly out of the tent, leap 
behind it, and quick as  

a cheetah I’m back 
inside again, sorted. 

Hakuna matata, mate.

It’s the first night of my Gorillas Chimps and 
Game Parks adventure – a 3168km trip around 
Kenya, Uganda and Rwanda in East Africa.  
That morning, 25 of us set off from Nairobi in  
our overland truck, bound for this campsite 
at Lake Nakuru National Park, Kenya. Along 
the way, we stop to visit the Saidia Children’s 
Home, a local orphanage (as I’m travelling with 
Intrepid, a portion of my tour fee is donated to 
the project and more than $5000 has been raised 
so far; which gives us the warm and fuzzies). For 
a few hours we get to play with the cheeky kids  
– a joyful way to start our overland journey.

G o i n G  a p e

A couple of days into our 15-night trip we cross 
into Uganda and reach our camp near Kibale 
Forest National Park, where we’ll trek through 
the jungle to find the resident chimpanzees. 
Around 1200 of them live in the 796km park, 
but there’s no guarantee we’ll even find them, 
and the ranger says we’ll probably need to 
bushbash for at least four hours. I live for these 
kind of adventures, but the night before, my 
digestive system, er, rebels, leaving me weak and 
crampy on the day of the hike. Luckily though, 
we only have to walk half-an-hour before we’re 
surrounded by shouty primates. Forget those 

“jungle” sound effects you’ve heard in movies, 
these guys are as loud as a 90s junglist dance party. 
After an hour of tracking them through dense 
forest, it’s time for us to get back on the road.

l o r e  a n d  o r d e r

The next two nights are spent camping in Queen 
Elizabeth National Park and Lake Bunyonyi. And 
though I’ve come on this trip mostly to see the 
animals, I’m learning stacks about the locals. One 
Ugandan story: in the middle of Bunyonyi sits 
Akampene, aka Punishment Island, and, up until 
early last century, it was inhabited by local women 
who’d been banished there for being unmarried 
and pregnant. They’d either die of hunger or 
drown trying to swim back to the mainland, unless 
men who wanted dowry-free wives rescued them. 

Our next stop is even more thought-provoking 
– after crossing the border into Rwanda we head 
to Kigali to visit the Genocide Memorial Centre. 
Here, I learn how, over 100 days in 1994, more 
than a million Tutsis and their supporters were 
murdered by members of the Hutu majority – in 
fact 85 per cent of the entire Tutsi population 
perished. (Tip: take plenty of tissues to the centre 
– you’ll need them). Today Rwanda is a calm and 
friendly place to visit, and the Tutsis and Hutus live 
together peacefully again. Talk about resilience.

i n  G o r i l l a s ’  m i d s t 

Rwanda’s bounce-back, in large part, is thanks to 
the mountain gorillas who live there: tourism’s 
on the rise and every day, around 40 visitors trek 
through Volcanoes National Park in the hope of 
seeing the gentle primates. The 125km park’s not 
only where the movie Gorillas In the Mist was 
filmed, it’s also where Dian Fossey was based, so 
it’s a top place to unleash your inner Sigourney. 

Our hike starts at the ranger station, where we’re 
put into groups of eight, then assigned a guide 
and a gorilla family to find – I’ll be tracking the 
11-strong Ugenda family. When the scouts radio 
in to say they’ve found them in the Karisimbi area, 
we grab our porters and hot-foot it over there. 

The hike weaves through terraced fields full of 
pyrethrum flowers which takes my mind off how 
heavy my feet feel (the park’s altitude ranges from 
2400m to 4507m – yikes). After climbing for about 
an hour, we come to the rock wall separating the 
jungle from the farmlands – I scramble over it and 
land feet-first in ankle-deep mud and chin-high 
vegetation. Here, we meet the scouts, and after 90 
more minutes of glorious bushbashing, we find the 
gorillas. It’s a mindblowing moment that leaves us 
all totally breathless – they’re a lot bigger than I 
thought they’d be. The silverback looks like King 
Kong and weighs around 200kg, there are twin 
babies and also some pretty young lady gorillas. 
Incredibly, none of them are fazed by our gawking 
and barely manage an eye roll when I stumble and 
land bum-first on a massive stinging nettle (tip: 
wear heavy-duty pants). For one amazing hour we 
get to watch them – it’s life-affirming. 

ta k e  m e  t o  t h e  r i v e r

Still riding this high we start our drive back to 
Nairobi, but not before spending a few days in 
Jinja, Uganda, which, being the source of the  
Nile River, is an extreme sports hub. While my 
travel mates go white water rafting, bungee 
jumping and quad biking, I spend the last few  
days of the trip kicking back riverside, soaking  
up the scenery. Because after two weeks of getting 
up close to some amazing people and wildlife,  
and camping in mindblowing scenery, it hits  
me – hard – that it’s almost time to go home.  
For now though, I’m blissfully in da Nile. wh

Hit tHe city
if you have a 

few extra days 
in nairobi, 

connect with 
a small local 
operator like 
twiga tours 
and check 

out the local 
highlights, 

including the 
Giraffe Centre 

(where you can 
feed or even 
kiss a giraffe, 
if that’s your 
bag) nairobi 
national park 
(yep, you can 
see wild lions 
in the city!) 

and the kazuri 
Bead Centre –  

a local outreach 
program 
providing 
work for 

disadvantaged 
women, who, 
incidentally, 
make some 
super-cool 
jewellery. 
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It’s a 
jungle out 

there...


