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DESPITE THEHEAT, IT'S REALLY NOT HARD TO HAVE ELLL

he black roundish thing that thumped

heavily onto the forest floor, fleeing

as it landed, could well have been

a chimpanzee, but the senses were

too occupied by the raucous sounds

of the jungle to register just what

it was. I'd left Ursula and the rest of

the crew busy with an interview at

a mahagany of mighty proportions,
the sort of natural behemoth that would be
called 'the big tree'in less wild destinations,
it had been hot back there.

Ursula had been doing her best to keep
the shine off her face with a pack of pocket
tissues, while the others could do swest
nothing about the rivulets of sweat that inched
down their backs, Standing still, dripping, was
intolerable, so | headed back, camera in hand,
along a sometimes-invisible path scattered
with the dung of elephant and buffalo. The
forest was fantastically alive, the whoosh of
the wings of a large hornbill (black-casqued,
for bird enthusiasts) competing with all
manner of whooping and shrieking creatures.
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After a six-hour flight from Jo'burg, another
hour from Libreville over stearming forests,
90 minutes on a jeep track and 66km on
a river just south of the equator, we were
on the perimeter of one of the world's most
significant geographical areas, the rainforest
of the Congo Basin. This was Akaka, a satellite
camp in Gabon's Loango MNational Park.

Gabon, which has seen occasional spells
of instability and is notorious for its bush-
meat trade, has only recently announced its
arrival as a top tourist destination for nature
enthusiasts, in contrast to the surrounding area
of the Congo and the Democratic Republic
of Congo (DRC). Its emergence asan
environmental haven was intiated in August
1992 when American biologist-cum-explorer
Dr Mike Fay of the Wildlife Conservation
Society in New York requested an audience
with Gabon President Cmar Bongo,

Fay had two years earlier walked over
3 000km across central Africa; south from the
DRC across the length of Gaban to the coast,
passing through some of the richest and most
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diverse forests on earth (zbout 75 per cent
of Gabon is covered in rainforest, the rest
comprising lagoons, pockets of savannah
grassland, remote mountains, white sandy
beaches and mangrove swamps). The result,
following the audience with the president
and his senior ministers, was the establishment
of Gabon's first national parks = |3 of them.
Which in a way explains Top Billing's
arrival some |8 months later at this lodge
on the lguela Lagoon in Loango National Park,
some 300km south of the capital, Libreville.
We were here for a ten-day glimpse into
a private-sectorventure, based in the park,
kriown as Opération Loange: A couple of
years old and still a werk in progress, it is
ecotourism with deep integrity: with two
lodges and a few camps at various sites
around the park, it also finances and is host
to five research programmes, the forest
elephant, leatherback turtle; and gorilla
and chimpanzee projects among them.
Edward Truter; the Port Alfred-born tourism
development coerdinater at Loango L.odge
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— where the centre is based — says

the emphasis of the operation is anthe
conservation wark. Rather than impressing
guests with luxurious fittings and accessories,
it aims to attract people who want to see
the West-African coast as it would have
looked thousands of years ago.

The lodge Is an establishment of great
comfort, airy and West African in style, lacking
in pretension. But while it's not quite the
chi-chl, plunge-pool, gold-plated and bended-
knee service destination now so common
in South Africa, it has everything going for it.

Its pesition on the vast lguela lagoon is close
to perfect. There is thick jungle on both sides
of the lodge, and the forest across the water
is splashed with pockets of savannah grassland
and the Atlantic Ocean three kilometres west,
The park is made up of | 550km? of largely
pristine (in the true sense of the word) land
—equatorial forest, lagoons, river systems,
pockets of savannah and undisturbed beaches,

A variety of wildlife exists in these
ecosystems, many of which we've never seen

before: the western
lowland gorilla,
chimpanzee, forest
eiephant, red river-hog,
forest buffalo, dwarf
and slender-sniouted
crocedile among them.
Not to mention the
birds (during our stay,
the chairman of the
Naobel Prize Committee
arrived from Norway
with a South African
guide to tick eight
species off his list).

As for the Top Billing
tearn, we head off to

ABOVE Gahon
boasts a wide
variety of birdlife.

butterfly,

MAIN PICTURE

The lodge on
Petit Evengue.
TOP INSERTS
Edward Truter
{left), & )
development
manager for
Operation.
Loango; and
Ursula Stapelfeldt:
(right),

dinner: Like lunch, dinners are three-course
affairs, and even after three days will seriously
challenge the waistline. Any attempt 15 pass on
any of itis pointless, with Pamela, the Nigerian
waitress of impeccable English and beautiful
smile, saying, 'It's good, try it! before resolutely
setting it down before us.

The punishment for a marning run
is humidiity of 90 per cent. February is
apparenitly as hot as'it gets, But as they
say somewhere in Nerthumbria, It's all »
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good fun', Thank heavens for the air-con.
Coca-Cola also assumes wildly popular
proporticns, especially with Ursula 'l don't
drink the stuff at hame'. The local beer; Regab,
is equally popular-with the rest of us, arriving
in litre form. It's a cheaper alternative to the
Amstel and Heineken found throughout
Gabon (along with the French, the Dutch —
especially through Shell — are well-entrenched
in this oll-rich little country).

Despite the heat, it's really not hard to have
fun here when days are made up of snapping
shots of elephants drinking from the ocean,
catching glimpses of gorillas running across
the savannah in the distance and reeling in fish
for the evening braai shoot on the beach,

It's Ursula who has to be filmed catching
it Then it must be taken to a barbecue at
Catherine Point — on the beach up at the
estuary —where the braai has been started
and ‘the set' prepared for filming. Fortunately
Ed, a fanatic fisherman, does the musclework.
He tells us we are chasing the capubera
snapper. On cue, the fish takes the bait
and starts fighting, and Ursula steps over,
all enthusiasm and excited grin. She hauls
it in, bending and reeling almost professionally
while questioning aloud — when she sees
it surface briefly — whether or not this is
the right thing to doiThe coup de grdce is
delivered with a club by Ed, but Ursula can't
bear to watch. 'lt's actually a brown snapper;
whispers Ed a short while later; grinning
because of the trouble Ursula is having
pronouncing 'capubera’ while being fllmed.

The resultant meal is excellent,
-accompanied by (you would imagine no less
with a Top Billing crew) a good few glasses
of Moét Chandon while seated on the beach
at sunset The view out into the Atlantic
is gertle and warm. Twenty-five kilometras
out to sea, the flares of two ol rigs flicker:

But our journey is not over. Qur next lodge
s on the island of Petit Evengue, which'is on
the Vernan-Vaz lagoon and a mere 2km? in
size, Here a young researcher from Holland
is busy with seme research and monitoring
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work. His subjects are western lowland
gorillas, comprising a silverbacl - Mabeke

— his family group and a few orphans. Same:
are former inmates from zoos, others are
from laboratories or orphans of parents
poached in the forest (bush-meat trade in
west ceptral Africa remains a huge cancemn
to the conservation groups in the region).
The plan is for future generations to be
released into the bush,

Later, we visit a Catholic mission at 5t Anne.
an iran church built by Gustav Eiffel {the same
who built the tower, plus buildings in Maputo
and Peru), known for its black Madonna-and-
child sculpture. Our intention is to attend mass,
but thanks to some dodgy local information
we miss it by four hours.

This means more visuals need to be shot.
With cameraman Stefan and director Francois
disagreeing briefly about natural light inside
the church, and the rain intermittent, the
TV crew takes its time. The shoot is dragging.
It's good to get back to the lodge.

Petit Evengue is a very private camp,
with two family-style wooden bungalows and
three terits on individual platforms. The view
is maybe 100 metres across to Grand Evengue,
and on both nights from the verandah just
above the canoes and the Iittle jetty, we watch
a sky littered with large fruit bats flying
overhead en masse at 7pm. Like clockwork,
says the young Hollander:

Flocks of African-grey parrots take up their
own patch of evening sky, flying and squawking
overhead. We reflect on the days past, and
remember the early gimpse of lowland
gorillas dashing across the savannah when
we drove in to Loango Lodge. Unfortunately
we:didn't get lucky again. Although guests
will sacn be able to accompany researchers
attached to the various projects, and with
habituation this will improve chances of
sightings, that's just the way of the bush.

it's hot. | hear a splash, and discover
Francois and Stefan have jumped into
the lagoon. 'lt's a wrap', as they say in the
filery world. Time forthat gin and tonic. &
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NEED-TO-KNOWS THAT
YOU DIDNT GET ON TV

THE FLIGHT I5... direct fram Ja'burg
to Libreville with Inter Air,

THEN... you get whisked off directly -
Dutch style, no delays — by the company's
own air service-to the parle

THE FLIGHT IS... surprisingly good, bar
the 50 minute stop-over in Brazzaville,
PORT GENTIL IS... the closest large
commercial centre to the park. It's not
necessarily recommended for tourises,
although tho nightlife is, according to
reports, excellent,

LIBREVILLE IS... the capital city.

It is wealthier and has better roads.
THE MAIN LANGUAGE |S... French,
THE CURRENCY I5.,, CFA francs
(Communaute Financidre Africaine).
THE EXCHANGE RATE IS... around
CFAS8S toa rand,

TAXIS CHARGE... a standard fee

of CFA2 000 (about R25) whether you
travel 500m or 10km - that's in Libreville.
IT IS SIMILAR TO... Paris, but in Africa.
Peaple are not overly friendly, but'if you
make the effore, there is at least the
chance of a positive respanse, Don't

gert flustered with your French,
SOCIETY IS... reasonably well-off,
Homeless people and beggarsare scarce,
COSTS ARE... quite high. It's said by
some that Libreville is among the five
most expensive cities in the weorld.
RESTAURANT PRICES WERE... mare
in line with Johannesburg than Toliyo.
SHOPPING IS... good. The main cralt
market in Libreville has a wide selection
of artwork, from masks to batiks,

but haggling is definitely required,
RECOMMENDED RESTAURANTS
ARE... Paradiso in Mont Louis, and

Le Dolce Vita in Libreville harbour:

FOR ACCOMMODATION.., try the
InterContinental and Hotel Tropicana, but
avaid the Novatel hotal —it's a shocker;



ABOVE LEFT Mabeke, the silverback western lowland gorilla in the sanctuary on Petit Evengue, ABOVE CENTRE Geti:ing ready
for a Bwiti ceremony. ABOVE RIGHT Authentic cuisine. MAIN PICTURE A fisherman heads home after a long day-
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TOP BILLING READER OFFER:

Take @ frip to Gabon and see gorillas up close and natural
InterAir and Operation Loango are offering Top Billing readers an eight-day getaway to Gabon and Loango National Park. \

|
1
PRICE
- InterAlr flights from jahanneshuirg [ilermatienal Arpant to
® DAY | Ey fromjohannesburg to | Breville Stay over in Holal Libveville returm R12 600 (Business clasal RS 230 (economy:tlass)
Tropicana, a small hoteldi sctiv-on tie beachiihal offers the real Prices excludde Lo Thghts depart.on Mandayssand Wednesdays,
atmosphere of Gabon anel return on Tueselays and Wodnesdays ‘
& DAY 2 Fvwith Ay Galzon or A Sorvice 1o Port Gentl, and Damestic flights-[ram GabonitoPart Gentil: R4 70, From Part f
spvened a ciy in the small hattaur wn with (s famous Caté Genill te Ombioue RA13: From Loangs Lodie 10 Libraville; Rl 980 '
el W Glests will stay. i hotel 1) frondetie. Operation Loanga cost al Lonngo [odge: R2 172 per persai
e DAY 2Ty o Opibeue, than raval By boatto Evange psar night, Childran uricer’ the age of |3 pay balf
thie (sland whereyeu can observe garillas up | e Please note T s a specil price for Top. Billing raqder s
& DAY 4 Firom Evengue; visl St Anne, agorpealls missondty Hotels Tropicana and LU'Hrondelle cost permnight: RS87

post inithe middle-ol fhea Yernan Viz Lagoohy where you Can

see the Tarmous Liffel Chreh Bl the same yoar asithe WlN Two FLIG HTS TO GABON

Bl Tewer i Parls: Take a teip ever the Mpive Ry, witly 115 InterAir-Sauth Alfiica is giving away two:fights te CGhaban wearth
Blatk swater and eich bird fife, Arrive at Loanzo |odge Tor tunchy, 15 230 sach fram [ohaimesburg [mtermational Atport 1o Librewvlls,
and taken househaat tour of the lgeon NIFPARE b 15 eXe luded,

® DAYS 5~ 7 Stay in Loange Mational Park hisdch and To win, answer the following question:
Busshizarmips arid view wildlife, including alephants, gorilas and Onwhichfslane can youvisit o gorill rehabilitation programene?
chimpanzees, under the guidance ol the gporation’s kcal and E-rmuil yain answer, together with your full rame ape contact
isternational guides, Tliis can be done biath anfoet o by A detalls ta info@tophilingcom belore 30 Aprl 2005,

Activitios (mclude fislhing, hiking and canoeing. From une till
Competition rules | Tha judges’ duciatan it faland I conmespondence woll be entered o

Saplenthar youiean also 4o hunpback-whale watchirgg, and 2 Remcdars nvay erver 48 [pany ttes s they wish, 3 5eaff membes of Tawelopele Productions

rbsurve rasparchars 4l work. the sponsors of the pm.e.lhwr.lhw.'lut.mrtm.-ranu.mnulmmi ar ddvertising agencies and
DAY 8 A ) " L Sinmiadiate family may notenter. 4 Prizes are fol rransferabie and may not bt el for cash
s DA Aftera morming safarl, our private plangawill ke youl § This ecanipetition iy open (o il residents of SA & Priznvanners agree it Tswalopdle Productons

may pubilish their names and photogrhs,and that the prze-winwFs will pecejye no.payment in
ity farn whatsaever i) respact of this. 7 Where necessary, ad at Towilapelis Froductions's sole
16y Lake you back 10 Johannesbur's dicretion,prige ftems describetl ity be substinnued with gharmative goods of equal vl

baclk o Lilsreville: where your InterAir plane will b syaiting

PHOTOGRAPHS /14

INTERAIR 011-6156-0636, www.interair.co.za OPERATION LOANGO +31-26-370-5567, www.aperation-loango.com




