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The mist of light


from which they take their grace
Hides what they are.
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Preface


GORILLAS IN THE MIST recounts some of the events of I the thirteen years that I have spent with the mountain gorillas in their natural habitat and includes data from the fifteen years of continuing field study. Mountain gorillas live only on six extinct mountains within the Virunga Volcanoes and do not frequent the two active volcanoes of the chain. The region inhabitated by the gorillas is some twenty-five miles long and varies in width from six to twelve miles. Two thirds of the conservation area lies in Zaire (formerly known as the Democratic Republic of the Congo) in the Parc National des Virungas; about 30,000 acres of conservation area lie in Rwanda and are known as the Parc National des Volcans. The small remaining northeastern portion of the mountain gorillas’ habitat lies in Uganda and is known as the Kigezi Gorilla Sanctuary.


My research studies of this majestic and dignified great ape — a gentle yet maligned nonhuman primate — have provided insight to the essentially harmonious means by which gorillas organize and maintain their familial groups and also have provided understanding of some of the intricacies of various behavioral patterns never previously suspected to exist.


In 1758 Carl Linnaeus, the first serious student of classification, officially recognized the close relationship between humans, monkeys, and apes. He devised the order name Primates to encompass them all and to denote their high ranking in the animal kingdom. Man and the three great apes — orangutan, chimpanzee, and gorilla— are the only primates without tails and, like most primates, have five digits on each hand and foot, the first of which is opposable. Anatomical features shared by all primates are two mammae (nipples), orbits directed forward to permit binocular vision, and, usually, a total of thirty-two teeth.


Because of the scanty record of ape fossils, there is no universal agreement on the origin of the two families, Pongidae (the apes) and Hominidae (mankind), which have been separated for millions of years. None of the three great apes is considered ancestral to modern man, Homo sapiens, but they remain the only other type of extant primate with which human beings share such close physical characteristics. From them we may learn much concerning the behavior of our earliest primate prototypes, because behavior, unlike bones, teeth, or tools, does not fossilize.


Several million years ago the chimpanzee and gorilla lines had already separated from one another, and the orangutan line even earlier than that. Throughout the eighteenth century there remained a considerable amount of confusion in distinguishing between orangutans, chimpanzees, and gorillas. The orangutan was the first to be recognized as a distinct genus — only because of its remote habitat in Asia. It was not until 1847, on the basis of a single skull from Gabon, that the gorilla was confirmed as a separate genus from the chimpanzee.


Just as there are separate subspecies among orangutan and chimpanzee, there are separate subspecies of gorilla, also with morphological variations related primarily to habitat. In western Africa there remain some 9000 to 10,000 lowland gorilla (Gorilla gorilla gorilla) in the wild. It is this subspecies most frequently seen in captivity and mounted in museum collections. Some 1000 miles to the east within the Virunga Volcanoes of Zaire, Uganda, and Rwanda live the last surviving mountain gorillas (Gorilla gorilla beringei), the subjects of my field study. Only about 240 mountain gorillas remain in the wild. None are found in captivity. The third subspecies is known as the eastern lowland gorilla (Gorilla gorilla graueri). Only about 4000 graueri remain in the wild, mainly in eastern Zaire, and less than two dozen live in captivity.


There are some twenty-nine morphological differences between the lowland and the mountain gorilla, adaptations related to altitudinal variations. The mountain gorilla, the more terrestrial of the two and living at the highest altitude in the gorillas’ range, has longer body hair, more expanded nostrils, a broader chest girth, a more pronounced sagittal crest, shorter arm limbs, a longer palate, and shorter, broader hands and feet.


In the wild only some 4000 gorillas (including all three subspecies) now live in reputedly protected areas. Advocates for establishing captive gorilla populations thus feel justified in attempting to preserve this most endangered of the great apes in zoos or similar institutions. Because of the strong kinship bonds of gorilla families, the capture of one young gorilla may involve the slaying of many of its familial group, and certainly not every animal collected from the wild reaches its destination alive. Moreover, three times more gorillas have been taken from the wild than have been born in captivity, and gorilla deaths in confinement continue to outnumber gorilla births. I cannot concur with those who advocate saving gorillas from extinction by killing and capturing more free-living individuals only to exhibit them in confinement.


Conservation of any endangered species must begin with stringent efforts to protect its natural habitat by the enforcement of rigid legislation against human encroachment into parks and other game sanctuaries. Next, confinement facilities should be encouraged to extend new and promising programs that replace solitary wire-and-cement cages with more natural group settings rather than to expend energy on acquiring additional exotic species for display.


For captive gorillas, trees should be available to climb and material such as straw, branches, or bamboo supplied for nest building. Food could be allotted in small portions throughout the day and require some degree of preparation such as peeling and stripping of stalks or even searching for randomly distributed items supplied at various locations within the enclosure. Access to the outdoors should be provided; contrary to popular opinion, gorillas greatly enjoy basking in the sun. Of prime importance to the reclusive gorilla are obscured niches where captive animals may withdraw, as desired, not only from the presence of people but also from one another, as is the species’ habit in the wild.


Those bearing the heavy responsibility of caring for captive gorillas should be encouraged to exchange so-called nonbreeders between populations, an inherent process among free-living gorillas and one that avoids inbreeding and also stimulates productivity. Once facilities improve the physical conditions under which many gorillas are kept, propagation success should follow, not automatically but certainly more often than now holds true in an unnecessary number of sterile environments for isolated colonies of captive gorillas.


The late Dr. Louis Leakey almost prophetically realized that the mountain gorilla, the subspecies scientifically recognized and described in 1902, might possibly be doomed to extinction in the same century in which it had been discovered. It was for this reason that Dr. Leakey wanted a long-term field study done on the mountain gorilla, which had, by 1960, been studied in the wild only by George Schaller.


Dr. Leakey’s planning was indeed fortuitous. In the six and a half years between Schaller’s excellent study and the beginning of my own, the ratio of adult gorilla males to females within the Kabara area of the Virunga Volcanoes had dropped from 1:2.5 to 1:1.2, accompanied by a halving of the population. Moreover 40 percent of the mountain gorillas’ protected habitat was in the process of being appropriated for cultivation purposes. The human encroachment pressure on the Virunga parks subjects gorilla groups to increased overlapping of their home ranges, and causes higher frequencies of aggression between groups. If mountain gorillas are to survive and propagate, far more active conservation measures urgently need to be undertaken. The question remains, is it already too late?


Among all researchers who have worked in the African field, I consider myself one of the most fortunate because of the privilege of having been able to study the mountain gorilla. I deeply hope that I have done justice to the memories and observations accumulated over my years of research on what I consider to be the greatest of the great apes.




List of Illustrations


An antipoacher patrol, organized at Karisoke by the author, bivouacs in the forest overnight. The men search the protected park area to destroy traps, confiscate poacher weapons, and free animals from traps whenever possible. Such active conservation is crucial to the survival of the remaining animals of the Virunga Mountains. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


A silverback yawns contentedly on his day nest made from Lobelia leaves. Resting periods may occupy about 40 per cent of a gorilla’s day and are prolonged in rare sunny periods or during heavy rain and hail storms, when animals seek the protection of trees and thick vegetation. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


During day-resting periods, group members seek closeness to their silverback leader – in this case Beethoven of Group 5. The clustering of group members results in more frequent social interactions than might occur during travel or feeding periods. The young adult in the foreground basks in the sun. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


Fruits, especially the wild blackberry (Rubus runssorensis), form about 2 per cent of the gorilla’s diet. A juvenile is using her incisors to strip leaves cautiously from a prickly blackberry stem. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


Cantsbee, at the age of three months, suckles her mother’s breast. Weaning periods become most traumatic for gorilla infants around the age of two and one half years, when their mothers are usually returning to regular cyclicity. (David Watts © National Geographic Society)


Rafiki, the majestic silverback leader of Group 8, about fifty years old when first met in 1967, was well silvered along his neck and shoulders, his back, and down to the sides of both thighs. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


Titus, two weeks old, is being carried in a protected position against his mother’s (Flossie’s) chest. From birth infants may travel ventrally until about four months old, when they begin riding dorsally. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


Augustus has been the only wild gorilla thus far observed hand-clapping, an activity she retained through her fourth year. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


During an infant’s first months of life most play activities are in body contact or within arm’s reach of the mother. Six-month-old Cleo pulls on her mother’s head hair; her facial expression indicates her exuberant mood. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


Warren Garst of television’s “Wild Kingdom” show was one of a few photographers who put the needs of the gorillas before his own. The animals quickly accepted him and also welcomed his camera lenses, in which they could see their own reflections. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


A young adult male, Ziz, succeeds in eliciting a roughhouse play session from his old father, Beethoven, during a day-resting period, a time when social interactions between group members are at their highest. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


Before becoming a mother, Puck of Group 5 had great curiosity about alien objects, such as lenses, that observers carried into the field. Like other young gorillas, Puck always handled the equipment gently. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


The gorillas enjoyed play sessions with people they knew and trusted, although this type of behaviour sometimes interfered with observations of normal gorilla behaviour. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


One of my first rules to visitors was ‘Never touch the gorillas.’ This rule was occasionally broken once I had learned how much gorillas loved to be tickled. (© H. van Rompaey)


I labelled Pablo a ‘dirty data stealer’ because of his continually mischievous way of stealing notes or film accumulated after hours of observation. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


I often felt that the Hagenia tree must have been made just for gorillas, especially when watching Coco and Pucker play gorilla-and-grapple games on the strong moss-covered limbs. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


In an effort to distract Puck’s attention from my camera, I offered her a National Geographic magazine and was amazed at her interest in large colour photographs. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


By 1972, aged eleven, Digit’s trust in the people he knew had become famous. This poster from one of the author’s photographs appeared in tourist bureaux around the world.


Unaware that this would be the last picture of Digit, the author took this photograph of him on sentry duty in early December 1977 as he was sitting in the shade apart from his group. Digit and Simba’s infant was due to be born in four months. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


Digit did not live to see his only sired infant. On New Year’s Eve day in 1978 he was slain by poachers. Digit gave his life so his family group might survive for the perpetuation of his kind. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)


In April 1978 Digit’s first and only offspring, named Mwelu, an African word meaning ‘a touch of brightness and light,’ was born in Group 4 to Simba. (Dian Fossey © National Geographic Society)
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	In the Mountain Meadow of Carl Akeley and George Schaller








I SPENT MANY YEARS longing to go to Africa, because of what that continent offered in its wilderness and great diversity of free-living animals. Finally I realized that dreams seldom materialize on their own. To avoid further procrastination I committed myself to a three-year bank debt in order to finance a seven-week safari throughout those parts of Africa that most appealed to me. After months spent planning my itinerary, most of which was far off the normal tourist routes, I hired a driver, by mail, from a Nairobi safari company and flew to the land of my dreams in September 1963.


Two of the main goals of my first African trip were to visit the mountain gorillas of Mt. Mikeno in the Congo and to meet Louis and Mary Leakey at Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania. Both wishes came true. How vividly I still can recall Dr. Leakey’s sparkling interest in hearing that I was on my way to visit briefly the gorillas at Kabara in the Congolese sector of the Virunga Mountains, where George Schaller had worked a few years previously. Dr. Leakey spoke to me most enthusiastically about Jane Goodall’s excellent field work with the chimpanzees at the Gombe Stream Research Centre in Tanzania, then only in its third year, and he stressed the importance of long-term field studies with the great apes. I believe it was at this time the seed was planted in my head, even if unconsciously, that I would someday return to Africa to study the gorillas of the mountains.


Dr. Leakey gave me permission to walk around some newly excavated sites at Olduvai, one of which contained a recently discovered giraffe fossil. As I ran down a steep slope, my exultation at being free under African skies was abruptly shattered, along with my right ankle, when I fell into a dig containing the new find. As the ankle cracked, the sudden pain induced me to vomit unceremoniously all over the treasured fossil. As if this wasn’t humiliating enough, I had to be ignominiously hauled out of the gorge, piggyback style, by disgusted members of the Leakeys’ staff. Mary Leakey then very kindly served me cool lemon squash while we watched the swelling ankle turn from various shades of blue to black. Both she and my driver felt that the intended climb into the Virungas to search for gorillas would have to be forfeited. Neither of them realized that the accident only strengthened my determination to get to the gorillas I had come to meet in Africa.


Two weeks after leaving the Leakeys and aided by a walking stick carved by a sympathetic African encountered along the road, I, the hired driver, and a dozen porters carrying the basics of camping gear and food began the arduous five-hour climb to the remote Kabara meadow. Kabara lies at 10,200 feet immediately adjacent to the 14,553-foot Mt. Mikeno in the Parc des Virungas in Zaire, formerly known as the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Some three years before my visit of 1963, Kabara had been the study site of George B. Schaller. An eminent American scientist, he was the first person to conduct a reliable field study of the mountain gorillas, amassing 458 hours of observation within that area. The Kabara meadow also contained the grave of Carl Akeley, an American naturalist who had been responsible for urging the Belgian government to create the Albert National Park for the protection of mountain gorillas and their 400,000-year-old volcanic habitat.


In 1890 the mountains had been the object of a twenty-year dispute between Belgium (representing the present Zairoise portion), Germany (the Rwandan area), and Britain (the Ugandan side). It was only in 1910 that the boundaries were finally settled. By 1925 some 190 square miles were set aside and the park was established. Carl Akeley had convinced King Albert of Belgium to expand the protected area so that by 1929 most of the Virunga chain was included. It was then called the Albert National Park. In 1967 the Zairoise named their section the Parc National des Virungas and the Rwandese called theirs the Parc National des Volcans. In Uganda the Virunga gorilla habitat was designated the Kigezi Gorilla Sanctuary in 1930. Akeley died when revisiting Kabara in 1926 and was buried on the meadow’s edge in accordance with his wishes. He had considered Kabara one of the loveliest and most tranquil spots in the world.*


On my first visit to Kabara in 1963 I was fortunate in meeting Joan and Alan Root, photographers from Kenya who were camped at the meadow while working on a photographic documentary of the mountain gorillas. Both Joan and Alan kindly overlooked the intrusion of a somewhat hobbly and inquisitive American tourist into their secluded mountain workshop and allowed me to accompany them on some of their extraordinary contacts with the relatively unhabituated gorillas of Kabara. It was only because of their generosity, coupled with the skill of Sanwekwe, a Congolese park guard and tracker, that I was able to contact and photograph the animals during that brief visit. Sanwekwe had worked as a boy tracking gorilla for Carl Akeley; as a man he worked for George Schaller. Nearly twenty years later he became my friend and skilled tracker.


I shall never forget my first encounter with gorillas. Sound preceded sight. Odor preceded sound in the form of an overwhelming musky-barnyard, humanlike scent. The air was suddenly rent by a high-pitched series of screams followed by the rhythmic rondo of sharp pok-pok chestbeats from a great silverback male obscured behind what seemed an impenetrable wall of vegetation. Joan and Alan Root, some ten yards ahead on the forest trail, motioned me to remain still. The three of us froze until the echoes of the screams and chest-beats faded. Only then did we slowly creep forward under the cover of dense shrubbery to about fifty feet from the group. Peeking through the vegetation, we could distinguish an equally curious phalanx of black, leather-countenanced, furry-headed primates peering back at us. Their bright eyes darted nervously from under heavy brows as though trying to identify us as familiar friends or possible foes. Immediately I was struck by the physical magnificence of the huge jet-black bodies blended against the green palette wash of the thick forest foliage.


Most of the females had fled with their infants to the rear of the group, leaving the silverback leader and some younger males in the foreground, standing tense with compressed lips. Occasionally the dominant male would rise to chestbeat in an attempt to intimidate us. The sound reverberated throughout the forest and evoked similar displays, though of lesser magnitude, from gorillas clustered around him. Slowly, Alan set up his movie camera and proceeded to film. The openness of his motions and the sound of the camera piqued curiosity from other group members, who then treed to see us more clearly. As if competing for attention, some animals went through a series of actions that included yawning, symbolic-feeding, branch-breaking, or chestbeating. After each display, the gorillas would look at us quizzically as if trying to determine the effect of their show. It was their individuality combined with the shyness of their behavior that remained the most captivating impression of this first encounter with the greatest of the great apes. I left Kabara with reluctance but with never a doubt that I would, somehow, return to learn more about the gorillas of the misted mountains.


* * *


My reunion with Kabara, Sanwekwe, and the gorillas came about as a direct result of a visit by Dr. Leakey to Louisville, Kentucky, where I was continuing my work as an occupational therapist in order to pay off the huge bank loan amassed for the first safari. Vaguely remembering me as the clumsy tourist of three years earlier, Dr. Leakey’s attention was drawn to some photographs and articles I had published about gorillas since my return from Africa. After a brief interview, he suggested that I become the “gorilla girl” he had been seeking to conduct a long-term field study. Our conversation ended with his assertion that it was mandatory I should have my appendix removed before venturing into the remote wilderness of the gorillas’ high altitude habitat in central Africa. I would have agreed to almost anything at that point and promptly made plans for an appendectomy.


Some six weeks later on returning home from the hospital sans appendix, I found a letter from Dr. Leakey. It began, “Actually there really isn’t any dire need for you to have your appendix removed. That is only my way of testing applicants’ determination!” This was my first introduction to Dr. Leakey’s unique sense of humor.


Eight more months passed before Dr. Leakey was able to obtain funds to launch the study. During the interim I finished paying for my 1963 safari while virtually memorizing George Schaller’s two superlative books about his 1959–60 field studies with the mountain gorillas, as well as a “Teach Yourself Swahili” grammar book. Quitting my job as an occupational therapist and saying goodbye to the children who had been my patients for eleven years was difficult, as were the farewells to Kentucky friends and my three dogs. The dogs seemed to sense that this was going to be a permanent separation. I can still recall them—Mitzi, Shep, and Brownie—running after my overladen car as I drove away from my Kentucky home to head for California to say farewell to my parents. There was no way that I could explain to dogs, friends, or parents my compelling need to return to Africa to launch a long-term study of the gorillas. Some may call it destiny and others may call it dismaying. I call the sudden turn of events in my life fortuitous.


At the end of 1966, Leighton Wilkie, the man responsible for financially backing Jane Goodall into her long-term chimpanzee study, told Dr. Leakey that he also would be willing to initiate another long-term great ape study. Like Louis Leakey, Leighton Wilkie felt that by studying man’s closest living relatives, the great apes, new light could be shed on how our ancestors might have behaved. With his support the finances of my project were assured.


Thus in December 1966, I was again Africa-bound. This time only gorillas were my goal. By an incredible stroke of luck, I chanced to run into Joan Root at the Heathrow airport in London while waiting for a Nairobi-bound plane. Both she and Alan were stunned that I intended to drive from Nairobi to the Congo, a distance of some 700 miles, then seek government permission to work at Kabara, and, lastly, carry out the study by myself. They shared the opinion of many friends that lone females, especially those fresh from America, should not be expected to try any one of the above “impossibilities,” much less all three combined.


Once we were in Nairobi, Joan accompanied me on numerous shopping sprees. Because of her long experience on safaris, she saved many hours, and undoubtedly many mistakes, by helping me select functional camp supplies and equipment such as tents, lights, stoves, and bedding. Dr. Leakey purchased, after some perilous test drives through Nairobi’s crowded streets, an antiquated, canvas-topped Land-Rover that I later named “Lily.” Little did I know that in seven months’ time Lily was going to be responsible for saving my life.


When all of the gear was finally assembled, Jane Goodall kindly invited me to visit the Gombe Stream Research Centre for two days to show me her methods of camp organization, data collecting, and, as well, to introduce me to her lovable chimpanzees. I fear that I was not an appreciative guest, for I was desperately keen to reach Kabara and the mountain gorillas.


Finally Alan Root, still doubting thé sanity of myself and Dr. Leakey, said that he would accompany me in his Land-Rover during the long drive from Kenya to the Congo, nearly halfway across Africa. Without Alan I don’t know if I would have succeeded in coaxing Lily over some of the escarpment goat-trail roads prevalent in Africa at that time. Nor might I have handled with Alan’s ease many of the complexities involved in obtaining the government permits necessary for working at Kabara within the Parc des Virungas.


On the morning of January 6, 1967, Alan and I, accompanied by some Congolese park guards and two Africans willing to stay on as camp staff, arrived at the small village of Kibumba situated at the base of Mt. Mikeno. There, exactly as I had done with my driver three years earlier, we selected several-dozen porters to carry up the camping gear to the remote Kabara meadow. Neither the porters’ village nor the forest’s huge, ancient, moss-laden Hagenia abyssinica trees seemed to have changed during my three-year absence. Elated, I climbed the nearly four thousand feet between Kibumba and Kabara, where I established my camp within the heartland of the ancient dormant volcanoes. I was thrilled to find Kabara so unchanged even to the presence of two delightfully mischievous ravens (Corvultur albicollis). They absconded with every scrap of unguarded food before eventually learning to unzip the tent flap in search of concealed food.


Alan could stay at Kabara only for two days, but during that time he worked around the clock. At camp he supervised mundane necessities such as the digging of a latrine secluded by potato-sacking walls, placement of barrels to store water, and planning drainage ditches around my tent. To our mutual regret, we never had a visual contact with the gorillas during his two-day stay, though we did hear two groups exchanging “hootseries” from high on Mt. Mikeno’s slopes. We also found fresh tracks of a gorilla group in the relatively flat saddle area adjacent to the mountain. In my excitement I promptly took off on the trail swath left by the gorillas through dense herbaceous foliage in the certainty that I would encounter the group at any moment. Some five minutes of “tracking” passed before I was aware that Alan was not behind me. Perplexed, I retraced my steps and found him patiently sitting at the very point where we had first encountered the trail.


With the utmost British tolerance and politeness, Alan said, “Dian, if you are ever going to contact gorillas, you must follow their tracks to where they are going rather than backtrack trails to where they’ve been.” That was my first lesson in tracking, and one that I’ve never forgotten.


The next day I felt a sense of panic while watching Alan fade into the foliage near the descending edge of the Kabara meadow. He was my last link with civilization as I had always known it, and the only other English-speaking person on the mountain. I clung on to my tent pole simply to avoid running after him.


A few moments after Alan’s departure one of the two Africans in camp, trying to be helpful, asked, “Unapenda maji moto?” Forgetting every word of Swahili memorized over the past year, I burst into tears and zipped myself into the tent to escape imagined “threats.” About an hour later, feeling the fool, I asked the Congolese to repeat his statement slowly. Did I want hot water? Whether for tea or bath he didn’t specify, but this seemed to be the panacea necessary for all wazungus’ (white people’s) rough times. I accepted a couple of gallons of hot water as graciously as possible with many asantes (thank you’s), hoping to convince the Africans that their concern was deeply appreciated.


The following morning it was field work, or the actual searching for gorillas, that took precedence over the endless list of camp chores such as setting up clothes-drying lines, placing the catchment barrels in optimal places to collect rainwater, and teaching the staff how to care for the kerosene lamps and stove purchased in Nairobi. Like a bored housewife, I relegated these and many more tasks to the evening hours. Daylight belonged to the gorillas.


* * *


On my first full day in the field I had scarcely walked more than ten minutes away from camp before seeing a lone male gorilla sunbathing on a horizontal tree trunk that projected over a small lake nestled in a corner of the Kabara meadow. Even before I could get my binoculars out of their case, the startled animal leapt from the tree and disappeared into the dense vegetation of the adjacent mountain slope. I spent the entire day trying to catch up with him but, of course, my climbing ability was no match for that of a single frightened gorilla. Oddly enough that brief observation was the first and only one of its kind in which I encountered a gorilla resting in such an exposed area. Only later was I to learn that gorillas tend to avoid both open meadows and relatively large bodies of water, most likely because these were the places where they frequently encountered people.


By the second day, a Congolese park guard arrived to serve as a temporary “tracker” until Sanwekwe, the wonderful old guide whom I had first met with Joan and Alan Root, could come to camp. The substitute had no previous experience in tracking, which became increasingly evident as the long and tiring day of circuitous meanderings revealed absolutely nothing of gorilla sign. The third day proved equally unrewarding as far as gorillas were concerned but retrospectively provided me with many laughs. For several hours the man and I had been following a trail through dense herbaceous foliage when suddenly we spotted a gorilla-sized black object that appeared to be sunbathing some one hundred feet away from us on the opposite side of a deep ravine. Slowly, I uncased my binoculars, readied my notebook, pen, and stopwatch before finding an obscured vantage point from which to observe the animal, which seemed to be sunning contentedly on the open slope. For more than an hour the study object did not move. The guide quietly snored behind me while my stopwatch ticked away the time. Although I realized that gorilla observations required patience, this great “first” seemed unduly testing because the first page of “data” remained absolutely blank after an hour. Finally, I awoke my guide and asked him to remain where he was so that I could creep closer to the sunbathing animal. I’ll never forget the chagrin felt upon realizing that the “gorilla” I had been observing for over an hour was actually a giant forest hog (Hylochoerus meinertzhageni). Upon seeing me the animal crept into thicker foliage and disappeared. Two days later I found his aged body lying on the forest’s, floor under a large Hagenia tree. He had apparently died of natural causes.


All of the surprises didn’t occur necessarily during the daytime. On the fourth night at Kabara I was rudely awakened when tossed out of my cot and rolled to the other side of the tent still encased in my sleeping bag. The entire tent was shaking as if the pent-up furies of the long-extinct volcanoes were unleashing themselves for a great eruption. Hearing deep rumbling sounds, I felt anger rather than fear to think that the study, only just begun, was coming to such an abrupt end. About a minute of shaking and rumbling passed before the air was filled with both auditory and odoriferous clues to explain the disruption. Three elephants had discovered that tent poles made good side scratchers and one chose to leave his colossal calling card just outside the tent’s veranda. These three, and later others, were to become frequent visitors to camp, and I was always thrilled by their curiosity and lack of fear. I could not, however, keep them out of my promising vegetable garden. After about the third tembo (elephant) raid, I decided that I would have to sacrifice salads for the duration.


Because of the near daily encounters with elephant, buffalo, giant forest hog, and, of course, gorilla, the time spent in the field was by far more exciting than the hours that, of necessity, had to be spent in camp. Almost immediately, I became bogged down in paperwork and have remained that way ever since. Copious notes concerning everything from weather to bird and plant life, poacher activities, and, naturally, all details of the gorilla contacts needed to be typed nightly.


The 7-foot by 10-foot tent became a combined bedroom, office, bath, and drying area for my clothes, constantly wet in the rain forest climate. Within the tent wooden crates I had covered with exotically colored native cloth served as desks, chairs, cupboards, and file cabinets I prepared and ate meals in the second room of the men’s hut, a small wooden building some thirty to thirty-five years old which had been vandalized extensively since I had first seen it. The staff, whose number had grown to three with the arrival of Sanwekwe, prepared their meals on a fire in the middle of their room. They never seemed daunted by the constant smoke that permeated the entire cabin and often left me tearing and gasping for breath.


The men’s meals consisted mainly of mammoth portions of sweet and white potatoes, multicolored beans, corn, and occasionally fresh vegetables they carried up from their village, Kibumba, at the mountain’s base. Any misgivings I first had about eating my more varied diet around the Africans were soon discarded, since they tended to scoff politely at the contents of the tinned food that formed the mainstay of my diet. Once a month in Kisoro, Uganda, a small town about two hours’ drive from the base of Mt. Mikeno, I would stock up on cans of hot dogs, Spam, powdered milk, margarine, corned beef, tuna, hash, and various vegetables, as well as boxes of noodles, spaghetti, oatmeal, and bags of sweets. Bread, cheese, and other fresh foods only lasted about two weeks on the mountain. A month thus tended to be divided into two parts: feast for the first half and fast throughout the remaining days. At least eggs were plentiful, thanks to a prolific hen named Lucy. Lucy and her mate, Dezi, were given to me by Sanwekwe, who assumed I would fatten them up for the pot. Instead, they were to become my first pets in Africa, and I grew extremely fond of them over the years.


Whenever food supplies ran low I was quite content with potatoes: mashed potatoes, fried potatoes, baked potatoes, boiled potatoes. It was indeed fortunate that I really like potatoes. Occasionally though, at the end of a month, I would run out of cigarettes just about the same time that Sanwekwe would run out of pipe tobacco. For us both this was a real deprivation. Fastidiously, we would ration the dwindling supply; he by mixing in dead leaves with his remaining tobacco, and I by allowing myself only two or three puffs at a time On a treasured cigarette. The absurdity of these “breaks” inevitably reduced us both to giggles much like two delinquent schoolchildren.


Sanwekwe possessed a marvelous sense of humor in addition to being an untiring tracker and a man who cared deeply for the gorillas and other animals of the forest. He taught me just about all that I was to learn about tracking and proved a reliable companion during the many days spent hiking throughout the rugged terrain, usually in pouring rain. Because of Sanwekwe’s help I eventually was able to find three groups of gorillas within the study area of some two square miles that lay adjacent to and along the slopes of Mt. Mikeno.


Gorillas live in relatively stable, cohesive social units known as groups, whose compositions are altered by births, deaths, and occasional movements of individuals in or out of a group. Group sizes vary from two to twenty animals, and average about ten individuals. A typical group contains: one silverback, a sexually mature male over the age of fifteen years, who is the group’s undisputed leader and weighs roughly 375 pounds, or about twice the size of a female; one blackback, a sexually immature male between eight and thirteen years weighing some 253 pounds; three to four sexually mature females over eight years, each about 200 pounds, who are ordinarily bonded to the dominant silverback for life; and, lastly, from three to six immature members, those under eight years. Immatures were divided into young adults between six and eight years, weighing about 170 pounds each, juveniles between three and six years, weighing some 120 pounds, and infants, from birth to three years, weighing between 2 and 30 pounds.


The prolonged period of association of the young with their parents, peers, and siblings offers the gorilla a unique and secure type of familial organization bonded by strong kin ties. As the male and female offspring approach sexual maturity they often leave their natal groups. The dispersal of mating individuals is perhaps an evolved pattern to reduce the effects of inbreeding, though it seems that maturing individuals are more likely to migrate when there are no breeding opportunities within the group into which they are born.


During the early days of the study at Kabara, it was difficult to establish contacts because the gorillas were not habituated or accustomed to my presence and usually fled on seeing me. I could often choose between two different kinds of contacts: obscured, when the gorillas didn’t know I was watching them, or open contacts, when they were aware of my presence.


Obscured contacts were especially valuable in revealing behavior that otherwise would have been inhibited by my presence. The drawback to this method was that it contributed nothing toward the habituation process. Open contacts, however, slowly helped me win the animals’ acceptance. This was especially true when I learned that imitation of some of their ordinary activities such as scratching and feeding or copying their contentment vocalizations tended to put the animals at ease more rapidly than if I simply looked at them through binoculars while taking notes. I always wrapped vines around the binoculars in an attempt to disguise the potentially threatening glass eyes from the shy animals. With gorillas, as is often the case with humans, direct staring constitutes a threat.


Not only was it necessary to get the gorillas accustomed to the bluejeaned creature who had become a part of their daily lives, it was also very necessary for me to know and recognize the particular animals of each group as the amazing individuals they were. Just as George Schaller had done some seven and a half years before me, I relied heavily upon “noseprints” for identification purposes. There is a tendency for the gorillas of each group to resemble one another, especially within matrilineal lines. As no two humans have exactly the same fingerprints, no two gorillas have the same “noseprint”—the shape of the nostrils and the outstanding troughs seen on the bridges of their noses. Since the gorillas initially were unhabituated, I had to use binoculars, but even from a distance I could quickly make sketches of noseprints seen on the more curious group members peeking back at me from partially hidden positions in the dense vegetation. These sketches proved invaluable at a time when close-up photography was out of the question. Also, I would have needed a third hand in order to manage a camera, binoculars, and note taking, not to mention carrying on with the imitative routine of feeding, scratching, and vocalizing needed to relax the gorillas as well as to arouse their curiosity.


Occasionally I did take out my camera, especially when the sun was shining. Probably one of the most publicized pictures of gorillas in the wild was taken at Kabara during the second month of my study when the gorillas were beginning to trust me. It shows a lineup of sixteen gorillas posing like so many Aunt Matildas on a back porch. The group had been day-nesting and sunbathing when I contacted them, but upon my approach they nervously retreated to obscure themselves behind thick foliage. Frustrated but determined to see them better, I decided to climb a tree, not one of my better talents. The tree was particularly slithery and, try as I might, no amount of puffing, pulling, gripping, or clawing succeeded in getting me more than a few feet aboveground. Disgustedly, I was about to give up when Sanwekwe came to my aid by giving one mighty boost to my protruding rump; tears were running from his eyes as he was convulsed in silent laughter. I felt as inept as a baby taking its first step. Finally able to grab on to a conveniently placed branch, I hauled myself up into a respectful semislouch position in the tree about twenty feet from the ground. By this time I naturally assumed that the combined noises of panting, cursing, and branch-breaking made during the initial climbing attempts must have frightened the group on to the next mountain. I was amazed to look around and find that the entire group had returned and were sitting like frontrow spectators at a sideshow. All that was needed to make the image complete were a few gorilla-sized bags of popcorn and some cotton candy! This was the first live audience I had ever had in my life and certainly the least expected.


That day’s observation was a perfect example of how the gorillas’ sense of curiosity could be utilized toward their habituation. Nearly all members of the group had totally exposed themselves, forgetting about hiding coyly behind foliage screens because it was obvious to them that the observer had been distracted by tree-climbing problems, an activity they could understand.


Stimulating the gorillas’ curiosity was but one aspect of the habituation process learned over time. It was a while though before I realized that standing upright or walking within their view increased the animals’ apprehension. That discovery marked the beginning of my knuckle-walking days. Crawling toward groups on knuckles and knees and maintaining contacts in a seated position not only kept me at the gorillas’ eye level but also conveyed the impression that I was settled and not about to barge into their midst. After a contact was established I learned that if I partially concealed my celery-chomping self, their curiosity would inevitably draw them from behind thick clumps of foliage or induce them to climb trees in order to see me better. Previously when I had been completely visible throughout a contact, the gorillas were content to remain obscured and peek at me through vegetation—which did not contribute much toward my observations of their behavior. I therefore changed my tactics from climbing trees to view the gorillas to leaving the trees for the gorillas to climb to view me.


Initially I often had to wait for up to a half an hour, pretending to feed on foliage, before the gorillas gave in to their inquisitiveness and climbed trees surrounding me. Once their curiosity was satisfied, they would resume their usual activities, forgetting that I was there. This is what I had come to observe.


For a number of months I imitated the gorillas’ chestbeats by slapping my hands against my thighs in studious mimicry of their rhythm. The sound was instantly successful in gaining the gorillas’ attention, especially when they were at distances over one hundred feet. I thought I was very clever but did not realize that I was conveying the wrong information. Chestbeating is the gorillas’ signal for excitement or alarm, certainly the wrong message for me to have sent as an appeasement signal. I stopped mimicking chestbeating and only use it now when trying to hold newly encountered groups, whose curiosity upon hearing chestbeats from a human being nearly always overcomes their instinct to flee.


Whenever approaching a group for a contact I always tried to select an observational point containing a good solid tree for the gorillas to climb. There were many times, however, when logistics gave way to fatigue. This was especially true after I had climbed for several hours up forty-five-degree slopes, had waded through a morass of muddy trails, had to hack my way through pillared vegetation, or had been crawling on my hands and knees for a length of time through punishing foliage like nettles. My nose, a most protrusive one, suffered more nettle stings than the rest of my body, which was protected by heavy gloves, long underwear, heavy jeans, socks, and high boots. Most people, when thinking of Africa, envision dry plains sweltering under a never-ending sun. When I think of Africa I think only of the montane rain forest of the Virungas—cold and misty, with an average annual rainfall of seventy-two inches.


Frequently the mornings were sunny, but I soon learned that these teasing starts were a hoax. For this reason my knapsack always included raingear in addition to the daily necessities of camera, lenses, film, notebooks, and the luxury of a thermos containing hot tea. The usual weight of the knapsack, between fifteen and twenty pounds, became almost unbearable on extended treks when the long directional microphone of the twenty-pound Nagra tape recorder was added. All too vividly I can recall my temptation to ditch the lot when nearing the end of particularly arduous tracking sessions. At such times, the knowledge that the gorillas were somewhere ahead of me was the only impetus to keep on going.


The Kabara groups taught me much regarding gorilla behavior. From them I learned to accept the animals on their own terms and never to push them beyond the varying levels of tolerance they were willing to give. Any observer is an intruder in the domain of a wild animal and must remember that the rights of that animal supersede human interests. An observer must also keep in mind that an animal’s memories of one day’s contact might well be reflected in the following day’s behavior.


* * *


I ran out of “following days” with the Kabara gorillas at 3:30 P.M. on July 9, 1967, when Sanwekwe and I returned to the Kabara meadow after one of our usual rewarding days with the gorillas. Camp was surrounded by armed soldiers who informed me that a rebellion was going on within the Kivu Province of Zaire, the new name for the Belgian Congo. I must be “evacuated for my own safety.”


The next morning I was “escorted” down the mountain by soldiers and porters carrying all my camp equipment, personal belongings as well as my beloved chickens Lucy and Dezi. Overhead flew the two semitame ravens, seemingly as confused and perplexed as I about the abrupt loss of our mountain home. At the base of Mt. Mikeno, after the three-hour descent, the ravens left me to return to the meadow and the barren, empty square where my tent had been for six and a half months.


I spent two weeks confined in Rumangabo, the outlying post for both the park headquarters and the military in that particular area of the Kivu Province. This extremely unpleasant period was aggravated by my viewing the towering slopes of Mt. Mikeno from my room, constantly wondering if I would ever be able to return to the gorillas of the mountains.


By the end of the first week no one at the park headquarters seemed willing or able to explain why I was being detained. The park staff’s apprehension increased noticeably when soldiers from the adjacent military camp set up road blockades around the entrances and exits of the park headquarters. From bits and pieces of conversation, I learned that the barricades were being set up for the protection of a general who would soon be arriving at Rumangabo from the besieged town of Bukavu, where he was leading an uprising. It was only after a “visit” to the army camp that I realized, on reading a military cable, that I was earmarked for the general. With chances for my release lessening each hour I remained in captivity, I decided to escape, using Lily’s registration plates as a ruse.


At that point, Lily was still a Kenyan vehicle, and the exchange fees from Kenyan to Zairoise registration were roughly $400. I managed to convince the soldiers that all my cash was kept in Kisoro, Uganda, and that we only had to go to Kisoro to pick up my money in order to register Lily properly in Zaire. The enticement of that much cash, along with the anticipated acquisition of the car as well as a cooperative hostage, was too much for the soldiers to resist. They agreed to “escort” me to Uganda under armed guard.


Working throughout the night before our two-hour drive, I managed surreptitiously to load Lily with my data, photographic equipment, and Lucy and Dezi. I had kept a small .32 automatic pistol locked up at Kabara but of course had never used it. Upon my arrival at Rumangabo I had given the pistol to a sympathetic park guard for safekeeping. The man befriended me during my detainment by sneaking in fresh food and also by keeping me posted on the political situation. The night preceding my intended escape into Uganda, the guard stealthily returned the pistol and advised that it be kept handy during the two-hour drive, particularly at the border between Zaire and Uganda. He said that Bunagana, the border post, was heavily manned by soldiers who might not take kindly to my exit into Uganda, even if only temporarily. The logistical problem then arose of how to keep a pistol, even a small one, handy and at the same time concealed from the half-a-dozen armed soldiers who were to serve as my “escorts.” I finally decided to risk hiding the pistol in the bottom of a half-filled box of Kleenex tucked unobtrusively in the open glove compartment of the dashboard. I wedged rusty bolts and small car tools around the carton in the hope of stabilizing it for the rough ride over the unpaved lava-rock road to the border. The last thing I needed was to have the gun bounce out onto the lap of the soldier next to me!


The men were in high spirits when we started off the following morning, spirits that rose considerably along the way as a result of numerous forced “pub” stops at local pombe (native beer) bars. They certainly never noticed my undue fascination with the bouncing Kleenex box.


The border stop was all that my park guard friend had anticipated—a lengthy and garrulous battle of wills. The military stationed at the border said I could walk the five-odd miles to Kisoro and leave the Land-Rover with them; the soldiers from Rumangabo refused to walk and would not let me go on alone. The tissue-thin authorization papers issued at the Rumangabo military camp allowing my “temporary” entry into Uganda were being snatched from hand to hand by drunken soldiers and equally drunken custom officials. It was obvious, however, that the general’s name impressed even the most belligerent of the border’s soldiers. After several hours of heated argument, during which I had remained absolutely silent, Lucy laid an egg. I jumped up and down, clapped my hands, and otherwise played the absolute fool extolling Lucy’s great talent. A silence fell over the soldiers as they gazed at me unbelievingly. Finally all, border and military guards alike, agreed that I was a first-class bumbavu (idiot) and had to be considered harmless. The barricade was opened.


Twelve years before these events, a wonderful man by the name of Walter Baumgärtel had established a delightful home-away-from-home in Kisoro for both gorilla researchers and tourists. His Travellers Rest Hotel had been an oasis to many scientists preceding me, George Schaller among them. I had met Walter on my first safari in 1963, and during the six-and-a-half-month study in 1967 had grown to think of him as one of the kindest and most endearing friends I had made in Africa. Ten minutes after crossing the border into Uganda, I spun my car into the driveway of Walter’s hotel, grabbed the car keys, ran through the front door, where a gathering of wide-eyed, open-mouthed refugees from Zaire had suddenly collected. I continued running the length of the hotel to the farthest room. Diving through cobwebs, I buried myself under a bed where, cowardly, I remained until the uproar created by Walter’s swift action in calling the Ugandan military to arrest the Zairoise soldiers had ceased. However, the first thing I did upon emerging was to congratulate Lucy properly for her well-timed egglaying. The egg had broken during the melee.


After several days of interrogation in Kisoro, where the word had been relayed that I would be shot on sight if I tried to go back to Zaire, I drove to Kigali, the capital of Rwanda, for further questioning. I then flew back to Nairobi for my first reunion with Dr. Leakey in seven months—not exactly the kind of reunion we had anticipated.


He was waiting at the Nairobi airport wearing one of his ear to ear grins that implied “Well, we fooled them, didn’t we?” After a brief discussion, we both decided I should return to the Virungas rather than work with the lowland gorillas in West Africa or the orangutans in Asia. In Nairobi I learned that I had been declared missing and assumed dead by the United States Department of State. Dr. Leakey and I therefore had to check in with the local American Embassy. The chargé d’affaires at that time flatly declared it was impossible for me to return to Rwanda. In his words, I would be “immediately extradited to Zaire as an escaped prisoner.”


This was just the kind of an encounter Dr. Leakey loved. He and Embassy representatives asked me to leave the room and closed the doors. For nearly an hour, their voices could be heard bellowing throughout the halls of the Embassy. Dr. Leakey finally emerged with his usual zest and a sparkling twinkle in his eyes that impishly hinted this had been a particularly enjoyable and successful debate.


Only because of the continued generosity of Leighton Wilkie was I able to assemble in Nairobi the basic equipment needed for a second start. Within two weeks I flew off to the Rwandan side of the Virungas. There still were gorillas to find and mountains to climb. It was like being reborn.


My settlement in Rwanda was made fairly easily because of the help of an extraordinary Belgian woman. Alyette DeMunck had been born in the Kivu Province of Zaire and was richly endowed with commonsense knowledge of the country and its traditions. Thanks to her, I was able to begin a census count of the gorillas on the Rwandan side of the volcanoes almost immediately after arrival.


Searching for a new campsite offering as much as Kabara had was a challenging adventure. I began on Mt. Karisimbi, the 14,782-foot volcano lying southeast of Mt. Mikeno. I was disappointed to find Karisimbi’s slopes crowded with vast herds of cattle and had to climb to 12,000 feet before being able to set up a bivouac camp in an uninhabited area about a half-hour from the Zairoise border. Nineteen weeks had passed since I had last seen a gorilla, but luck was with me when I found fresh gorilla trail leading right to one of the three study groups I had known at Kabara. The contact was one of the most wonderful welcome-home gifts I ever could have received. The gorillas recognized me and held their ground at about fifty feet. I was able to see that an infant had been born since I left.


An eleven-day search of most of the Rwandan side of Karisimbi was disheartening because of the abundance of cattle and poachers throughout the park and the total absence of gorilla sign. However, one morning on a sparkling clear day, I climbed to the barren, moonlike alpine meadows of Karisimbi to a vantage point that enabled me to see the entire twenty-five-mile-long Virunga chain of extinct volcanoes. With binoculars I saw very promising gorilla country in the gently rolling saddle terrain between Mts. Karisimbi and Visoke. As I sat on the high windy meadow contemplating all that the future held, two ravens came flying up from the vast ocean of green forest lying below. Cawing insistently, they glided in to take up begging positions for my leftover lunch scraps. Their relative shyness suggested that they probably were not the pair from Kabara, but their presence at that time and place seemed propitious.


More than a decade later as I now sit writing these words at camp, the same stretch of alpine meadow is visible from my desk window. The sense of exhilaration I felt when viewing the heartland of the Virungas for the first time from those distant heights is as vivid now as though it had occurred only a short time ago. I have made my home among the mountain gorillas.





* His body lay there undisturbed for fifty-three years before grave robbers, Zairoise poachers, violated the site and carried off his skeleton in 1979.
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	Second Beginning: Karisoke Research Centre, Rwanda








RWANDA IS ONE of the most densely populated countries in the world. Consisting of only 10,000 square miles, about one-eighth the size of Kenya and smaller than the state of Maryland, Rwanda contains 4.7 million people, a population expected to double by the end of the century. Rwanda, known as the “little Switzerland of Africa,” is also one of the world’s five poorest countries, with about 95 percent of the population barely managing to survive on small farm lots, called shambas, of about two and one half acres each. Terracing techniques are relied upon to utilize nearly all of the available land for cultivation. However, even with such stringent escarpment devices, the population is living above the carrying capacity of the terrain. Each year another 23,000 families will need new land plots to grow their food and support their livestock.


In 1969, 22,000 acres were removed from the Parc National des Volcans for the cultivation of pyrethrum, daisylike flowers made into natural insecticide and sold in European markets for foreign exchange. The remainder of the park consists of only 30,000 acres, or ½ of 1 percent of Rwanda’s land total. However, the Rwandan Ministry of Agriculture is considering taking another 40 percent, or 12,000 acres, of the remaining parkland for cattle-grazing schemes for some of the nation’s 680,000 cattle—livestock maintained in spite of the country’s extreme population pressure. There is no buffer zone between the cultivation and the gorilla parkland. The fertile soil adjacent to the park contains 780 inhabitants per square mile. The people freely cross back and forth into the park to collect wood, set illegal traps for antelope, collect honey from wild bee hives, graze cattle, and plant plots of potatoes and tobacco. Encroachment upon this terrain may be responsible for the mountain gorilla becoming one of the seven or so other rare species both discovered and extinct within the same century.


* * *


Alyette DeMunck helped me make preparations to begin a second safari into the utopian saddle region I had seen from Mt. Karisimbi’s high alpine meadow. In Lily the Land-Rover and Alyette DeMunck’s Volkswagen bus, both loaded with camping equipment, we drove in a northeasterly direction around the foothills of Karisimbi and Visoke on extremely rough, unpaved boulder-strewn tracks traversed by countless herds of cattle and goats. Three hours later the tracks ended in a densely cultivated area lying about 8000 feet amid shambas and fields of pyrethrum. There we hired several dozen porters to carry all of my gear for the five-hour climb to the 10,000-foot saddle terrain that lay deep in the montane rain forest adjacent to Mt. Visoke, obscured in the fog far ahead of us.


The porters were mainly Bahutu people of the Bantu race, the main agriculturists of the area. More than four centuries previously the Watutsi people of the Hamitic race came down from the north and subjugated the Bahutu who were living in the region that came to be known as Rwanda. A type of feudalism developed as the Watutsi, who owned cattle, took over the land. The Bahutu then had to pay in services or goods for the right to use the cattle and pastureland. In time the Bahutu became the serfs of the Watutsi kings. The two castes remained distinct throughout most of the German and Belgian colonial period until 1959, when the Bahutu overthrew their Watutsi masters. Rwanda became independent from Belgium in 1962 with the Bahutu in power. The revolution and its aftermath lasted well into 1973 and caused the slaughter of thousands of Watutsi and the exodus of many thousands more. To this day some bitterness remains between the two races.


Many of the Watutsi who remained in Rwanda tended cattle and, because of land scarcity, were grazing vast herds illegally within the park when I arrived in 1967. Over the thirteen years of my research there, I came to know one Mututsi (singular of Watutsi) family very well. Also, mainly within the Parc des Volcans, I encountered a third race, known as Batwa. These were members of a semipygmoid tribe, the lowest in the Rwandan caste system. Traditionally they are the poachers, hunters, and honey gatherers. Their notorious activities within the park were to have great repercussions, both in my life and in the lives of the gorillas I would meet.


The barefoot Bahutu porters were cheerful as they deftly adjusted the loads Alyette DeMunck and I divided among them. Next, each man pulled long hanks of grass to fashion into a compact circular pad to protect his head from the burden before picking up his walkingstick, or fimbo. The sticks, as I soon discovered, were needed for balance on the mud-slicked parts of the trail, and also proved tremendously helpful in pulling one’s weight from deep bogs where elephants had walked. Boots were not available in Rwanda at the time, and the plastic shoes that could be bought in local markets would have been useless in the suction of the muddy trail, where mud frequently comes up to the knees.


Leaving Lily surrounded by curious villagers and a zamu guard to watch over her, Mrs. DeMunck and I fell in behind the line of porters who eagerly had begun shoving their way through the hordes of children who had gathered around. The women were left behind, since it was their daily job to tend to the fields, cut and gather firewood, collect water, and care for the young ones. Many of the women were visibly pregnant, yet carried infants in skin slings on their backs while often keeping an eye on toddlers near their feet.
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