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Gabon has
oil, rainforest,

~and generous

inhabitants.

‘Anna Shepard
loved it

DUSK falls on my first {iay.'
exploring  the rainforests of
Gabon and I'm transfixed by a

vision s0-peculiar that Iforget

to feel afraid. Swaggering

B tbmugh the lurid green vegeta-
- tion is a figure obscured by

tentacles swipe at splder wehs

and bat away the flies,
It turns out to be a local
guide called Aime with two

baby gorillas clinging to his

sides. He tells me their parents
were killed for bushmeat so
they are now the youngest
members of a nearby gorilla re-
hab project. Aime has landed
the plum job of playing mum-
my, wandering the forests with

the orphans every day to famil- -

jarise them with the environ-
ment and encourage them to
fend for themselves. :

Congo; compared with 1is
neighbours, it is pohticaﬂy sta-

= i

phﬂd in hand Thelodg-
es | st=v in double as bases for
scientists. You're as likely fo sit
down to supper with a local ex-
pert on turties, or a vet moni-
toring buffalo numbers, as fel-
low tourists. “Animals first;

tourists second,” everyone de-
.hghts in te]]mg me. Butitis the

ple to abandon traditional

Mqhka__ us__in a local ie, Aime, itii oﬁ f the orphaned

htmtmg praciices.
It is no accident that Gabon
is in Lists of this year's top desti-
: of diminishi

;its govemment is

2002, when only a trickle of
wildlife enthusiasis and Africa
experts came here, President
Omar Bongo gave 11 per cent
of the country to create nation-
_al parks. Lodges Now attract

loolungforafutmeeanier-i
- Tounsm:srefenraitqas“]e

orilla act

Fnr my week-lor g '

il in the hands of the largest and

most developed to srn ven-

ture. Operation
setup by the G(Wemment, pri-
vate enterprise and the Wild-
life Conservation Saclety Iis
plush central lodge is on the
banks of a lagoon, faci

with cmcs, ‘hippos and the sort
of fish that regularly bite
chunks out of fishermen’s fin-
gers. A couple of smaller tent-
ed camps are dotted about
even closer to the animals. My
favourite is the remote beach

- camp of St Catherine, the only

place in the world where vou

- can go whale-watching in late

summer and see hippos and el-

- ephants on the beach the res:
of the year.
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Tunning smoothly, warns me
that the National Geographic
: es of

ught Gabon a taste of glo-
fame spent three months
aiting for his moment. The
ight I spend here, it's buffalo
t are sprawled on the sand.
ally Lighifoot crabs dance
e ballerinas between my
s, and miles out at sea, the
ames of-oil refineries remind
‘me why this paradise has re-
mained a secret.

The flipside of being here at

guides are still learning to say
atch out! There’s an ele-
phant!” in English: safety regu-

i baby gorillas he cares for at a gorilla rehab project in Gabon

_over bemg with
-~ pills, ] mrﬁyaﬁdsﬁii .
But after begging and borrow—

such an early stage is that

ANNA SHEPARD

lations are few, and there’s no

guaraniee that yvour lugsage
will an'ive

I -this because mine
For a few days, 1 fuss

ing toothbrush, T-shirt and ma-
laria pills from Bryan and Clau-
dia— an English teacher I met
at the airport — I began to en-
joy it. It makes life easy. When
caught by a downpour, there
was no worrying about soaked
possessions. Sweat and rain

poured into my eyes and I

couldn’t have been happier.
It's early days for tourism in
Gabon. There is still concern
in the nearby village that the
lodge’s success won't filter
down fo the loeals. When [

Anna Shepard travelled
with Audley Travel (stand
- AP5, 01993 838503,
WWW. audleytravel .CO m)
She flew wrth SN

from Heathrow to

- Brussels, Brussels to

Douala, in Cameroon, then
Doula to Port Gentil in.
Gabon.

Prices start at £3,595
per person dependmg
on season.

chat to “Jean-Pierre, the 53—
vear-old village chief he sa_vs
that, so far, they have not ben
“Young men -are em-

fited.

He is frustrated that atﬂloueh
Gabon is a wealthy country.
few people see the rewards of
its booming economy.

On my last day, Claudia bails
me out a final time. [ hadn’t re-
alised that the soft drinks of-
fered on safari walks were not
included, and with my travel-

“ler’s cheques still in my miss-

ing luggage I'm caught short.
But nothing dents my good
mood. I leave Gabon with a
tiny bag and a big smile. This,

along with the generos:ty D=

strangers, is all you need.




