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For Janet, Isabel and Ben

And for Mom and Dad




When I was about seven years old I knew I had to go to Africa, and, I also knew that I would write a book someday.


—Dian Fossey


We live as we dream—alone.


While the dream disappears, the life continues painfully.


—Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness




PREFACE


Dian Fossey was found murdered at Karisoke Research Center, in Rwanda, Africa, on December 27, 1985. At forty-eight years old, the once statuesque and commanding mountain gorilla behaviorist had become battle-weary, all but defeated in her long reign while struggling to hold on to her research camp, her mountain village, and the home she had created for herself through the years.


Along with chimpanzee research pioneer, Jane Goodall, in Tanzania’s Gombe Reserve, and Biruté Galdikas, who launched an orangutan research project in Borneo, Fossey was one of the legendary trio of primatologists sent into the wilds under the mentorship of anthropologist Louis Leakey. At the time, being women made their bold pioneering efforts alone in the wilds even more newsworthy. But Dian Fossey had embraced the isolation a little too much, perhaps, and the autocracy that came with life in the remote enclave of her own making had not shaped her in a positive way, nor refined her best qualities and her social skills. She still had to contend with humans, if only because she needed them.


Ultimately, what had originally been seen as her courage and determination would be viewed by many as too much counterproductive behavior and an exhaustion of resourcefulness—in essence, a sort-of overstaying of her welcome. Relationships with former allies in research and conservation had soured, but the region’s precious mountain gorillas were far too important, and endangered, for others to watch idly from a distance. Relocating Dian out of the Virungas and into a most worthy academic position at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York, had been a tenuous, and delicately executed maneuver. But for none that followed in taking her position at Karisoke Research Center did the cold and lonely camp become their home. They came and went. Meanwhile, the call of the wild—or the need to withdraw—never abated for Dian, and ultimately she made her way back.


On that morning, Dian’s longtime house-servant, Kanyaragana, made his usual trek up the narrow path through the research camp as dawn began to light the sky. Hours would pass before the sun could burn even a peek through the pervasive mists. As on any other morning in the mountain forest at ten thousand feet, it was damp and chilly, and as usual, Kanyaragana was there to make Dian’s coffee and reignite the fire in her woodstove that always burned out during the night.


Going to unlock Dian’s cabin door, Kanyaragana found it already unsecured, and ajar, entirely out of character for the Research Center director who always made sure, with good reason, her doors were secure at night and who often slept late. Once inside, Kanyaragana walked across fragments of broken glass from camp lanterns littering the floor, past living room furniture that had been upended and knocked about.


Venturing toward Dian’s bedroom, the faithful servant saw that this room, too, had been ransacked, with drawers and cupboards pulled open, books scattered across the floor. Dian’s lifeless form lay face up on the dingy grass matting, a large gash gaping across her wan face. She had been hacked to death, disfigured by the sharp blade of a panga, Africa’s two-foot long machete. It was kept saber-sharp for harvesting crops like sugar cane and bananas, or in these parts, by Rwandan camp staff, gorilla researchers, and animal poachers for cutting through the heavy green growth of the forests. Pangas also made handy weapons, and this savagery stood as a punctuation mark of hate and rage at the end of the famous primatologist’s tumultuous life.


I hadn’t seen Dian in over five years at the time of her death, which caused quite a stir internationally. My coworkers at the Audubon Zoo in New Orleans knew that I had spent a year as her research assistant, but it was not a subject I discussed much. There were no short answers, after all, to their questions: What was it like? What was Dian like? I had found it difficult to relate to others expecting a happy, inspirational story. There were so many who admired the noble National Geographic image of Fossey as intrepid scientist nestled among a peaceful family of mountain gorillas, Gorilla beringei beringei, against the lush green backdrop of equatorial Africa. To not know Dian, was to love her. Up close, however, her flaws cast a long terrible shadow, over even her most impressive accomplishments.


Details of the murder scene were released: A hole had been cut in the sheet metal exterior wall of her bedroom. The entry was just like one that had been cut soon after my departure from there five years earlier—to steal expensive sound recording equipment . . . by someone who knew it was there. I imagined the sound this must have made, the ripping and bending of sheet metal. It was preposterous that anyone could’ve done this with a pistol-packing Dian just inside, only a few feet away. Impossible, drunk or sober. And she was at her meanest when she was drunk. It had to have been done after the murder, a diversionary tactic to look like a break-in. And that could only mean that the killer was allowed inside. It was chilling to think beyond this.


The ensuing news reports of Dian’s murder, combined with persistent questions of friends and acquaintances made me speculate. Who did do the actual killing? I soon learned that all staff that was present in camp at the time of the murder were arrested and thrown in jail. Over ensuing weeks, news trickled out that they were all released . . . all except Rwelekana. Why was he detained? I thought back to working side by side with this seasoned gorilla tracker . . . our conversations together, with the other staffers by the camp’s fire. Did Rwelekana differ from the others? Was he a little more independent than they? More aloof? Detached? Dian had once referred to this valued gorilla tracker as an “ex-poacher.” He denied it with a smile, but . . . Was there something I didn’t know? I considered him one of the most intelligent of camp staff—clever too perhaps. But still he had been devoted to Dian for years. . . . Why him? Why now?


The only non-African in camp with Dian when she was murdered was an American named Wayne McGuire. His photo in a news story showed an odd and scruffy character behind the thick lenses of his horn-rimmed glasses. His overgrown beard and unkempt hair looked the picture of a man gone “bush”—like Dian, too long in the forest. I found myself thinking, saying even, “if anyone had even the smallest tendency to murder, Dian could sure bring it out of them.” I didn’t know McGuire, had never even met him, but it was natural to speculate any weird scenario, under the circumstances, upon seeing his solemn odd photo. He also looked exhausted.


Then, there was news that a poacher had killed Dian. Her own patrolmen had, in fact, captured and detained one not long before. She had taken away the man’s amulet—the precious little sack of mostly dried herbs that these forest-dwellers hold so dear. It was a supreme insult, and Dian had long antagonized the poachers around her realm, waging war with them really.


Speculation didn’t end there. I soon found myself whisked back to Rwanda by a TV film crew, and at one safari lodge, the wife of a Belgian park ranger told me, “Oh, everyone knows it was someone in the government.” Rumor had formulated inside Rwanda’s national park system that Dian had been boasting of having inside information about animal trafficking in the country. News had it that she was implicating government people, from local all the way up to Rwanda’s president. Apparently, she had taken great delight in making it known that she would soon be blowing the whistle.


Earning a dollar a day from their boss for work shifts on the mountain, Karisoke staffers were paid less than two hundred dollars a year. A murder contract from someone who could pay any amount wouldn’t cost much in Rwanda’s economy, and if the murder was precipitated by corrupt politicians, they would certainly have arm-twisting power.


In retrospect, it seems fitting that things should have come to this end, Dian dying in battle. Knowing what I knew of her, it seemed preordained. She would have wanted it this way.


A young man of average achievements and yet-undefined goals, I was by all rights an unlikely candidate for one of only a handful of research positions at Karisoke. But for Dian, I was near perfect—what surer way for her to remain unchallenged in her position on the mountain. Unbeknownst to me, by that time she’d had enough of matching wits with the bright young postgraduates who came with clear agendas of their own. Such challenging interactions had taken a toll on her. Whereas I—enthusiastic and naïve—was ripe for the plucking.


A Forest in the Clouds is the story of my year living and working at Karisoke Research Center, Dian Fossey’s mountain gorilla research camp. It is my careful, if belated, response to that inevitable question: What was Dian Fossey like? Who was this woman who could leave behind so many murder suspects? It is a question I’ve spent many years avoiding, ever since I left that place. For me, it is Dian’s ghost.




PROLOGUE


A VIEW FROM A TREE


We have arrived. The odor fills my nostrils, my mouth—heady, herbal, and animal, just a few chromosomes away from human body odor. I can taste it, pungent and salty, mingling with the smell of thistle and nettle, crushed and bruised under their bulk.


My heart pounds in my ears from the climb up Mount Visoke’s steep muddy trail, just the end of the morning’s hike from camp in Zaire, on the other side of the mountain, back into Rwanda. I have forty pounds of baby gorilla on my back. Three months ago this would have killed me. But I have lasted. Now my heart just pounds away in my ears as sweat steams inside my rain jacket, dampening the layers of clothes underneath. There is no comfort zone here, just overheat and sweat while moving, and cold wetness when we stop.


Nameye, our gorilla tracker, pops up from a stand of tall thistles, his skin lava-black against the bright green surroundings. His eyes, excited, gleam wide and white, in stark contrast to his careful silence. The stage has been set, and tension hangs in the air. Behind him, shreds of clouds drift down the volcano’s steep sides, washing green to gray, swallowing us in a pervasive damp chill.


We balance on a thick mat of undergrowth slanting 45° uphill and down, that tiresome angle on which we must maneuver. Nameye gestures with the panga he clutches, it’s long rusty blade pointed in the direction of gorilla Group 5, just downhill and to the left of where we stand. The others, too, are waiting, in position, for us to take our posts.


My place is high in a great hagenia tree. Maneuvering the baby to my front, I climb up the thick trunk, anchoring the arches of my boots onto a couple of branches, before squaring my back against the bark as I grab for another limb above me. My little gorilla obliges, adjusting her hairy grasp of hands and feet to my clothing. I am cold, but the baby is warm under my left arm, fuzzy black forearms clinging to my torso with leathery fingers. Her eyes, shining brown gems, stare into mine for reassurance. Then she belches into my face, and the weedy smell of digesting vines fills my nostrils.


The rain begins, light and misting, a cruel teaser of more serious rain to come, and with it drifts more cold. I maneuver the hood of my raincoat onto my head with my free hand, and pull the baby in closer to my side. My heart is still thumping away, though by now it has dropped back into place in my chest.


On the ground to the left, in a thicket just uphill, fellow student Peter is at the ready with a waterproof notepad to document what unfolds. Across-slope, to the right, the duo comprising the Japanese film crew, position themselves on a tangle of thick wet undergrowth, their vivid blue matching raingear glowing like neon against the shiny green landscape. Laden down with equipment, black hair sweat-plastered to their foreheads, they have lost their dapper neatness; clearly the climb has taken a toll on them as well. Kaji sits cross-legged in front, nested in a tangle of undergrowth, wielding his bulky camera to his right eye while Taka stands upslope behind him, teetering, using both arms to steady the long tubular microphone out over his partner’s head. Kaji trains the massive lens across the slope below him . . . toward our tree . . . up the base of the trunk . . . and there, he pauses.


The lens, a giant eyeball to the world, spins; the aperture tightens, twisting inward, focusing now on the woman directly below me. It is our leader, the famous Dian Fossey, who clings to the base of the hagenia tree, halfway between me and the ground. She, too, is focused, fixated on the other gorillas. From our vantage point, we can see the black hairy heads and shoulders of the gorillas of Group 5, shifting in the thickets across the mountainside on our left. Some forty feet away, barely visible through the green, they have not so much as glanced our way. But they know perfectly well that we’re here.


The great apes continue feeding, despite the drizzle, pulling down stalks of thistles and nettles with crisp snaps of stems, their massive jaws producing muffled crunching, punctuated by an occasional low-rumbling belch vocalization, ummwaah . . . These are the sounds of contented gorillas minding their own business.


But we have made their business ours.


From underneath the hood of her drab green rain jacket, Dian’s own dark hair pokes like disheveled ape fur, and I can’t see her face until she turns to look up at the baby in my arms. Her baby. My leader’s brow furrows above her puffy eyes, lips pursed in a look of worried concern. Dian knows the camera is trained on her. She is different today, poised and energized, and I am baffled by the transformation. Only days before she could hardly walk with me a hundred yards without doubling over in pain and retching, and yet today, somehow, she has climbed a mountain, and is perched halfway up a tree with me.


She knows important film footage is being made, that every gesture, every expression, is being recorded for the world outside of hers, the people she reaches only through film and the printed page. Only the camera, it seems, trained on her, brings real life to her, and meaning.


Sensing movement from the corner of my right eye, I glance over toward Group 5. Still forty feet away, one gorilla’s upper torso is now in plain view. It’s Beethoven, the family’s four-hundred pound patriarch. He is seated, facing downhill—high, broad silver back and shoulders supporting an equally impressive head mounted on a thick neck, his cranium soaring to a high sagittal crest: his crown. Along with his silver back, this peaked cranium is the adult male gorilla’s emblem of maturity, stature and might. Beethoven’s powerful jaws crush the last morsel of nettle in his mouth, unfazed by stinging spines, the muscles in his head flexing underneath the gray hair at his temples. Defender of his group, now in repose, he sizes up where to lead his family next.


Suddenly, I am struck with the thought of how out of place I am. How far from home . . . in a tree . . . a baby gorilla in my arms! In a moment, Beethoven will see me, and then what? I find myself thinking, for the first time . . . I don’t belong here.


Sure enough, the massive old gorilla shifts his head toward me now, suddenly taking in something that shouldn’t be. He knows me, of course, by now, but not this peculiar scene—and worse yet, a baby gorilla in my arms! Whose baby gorilla? Instantly, his repose turns to alarm. I see it flicker across the eyes of this massive hominid as he fixes his glassy dark gaze on me, with my odd cargo. Baring his black teeth now, Beethoven releases a scream to end all screams—a primal sound, at once human and animal, screeching and voluminous, it rips across the mountain at me. This horrific noise that only a silverback gorilla can make. It peals through my body, rattling my inner core with a terror I have never known.


Now I really don’t belong here! There is no reasoning my way out of this fear, which burns into me the most vivid memory of my time at Karisoke. And so we begin what my boss, Dian Fossey, will one day describe as the first time she had, “. . . ever been afraid of gorillas.”




A FOREST IN THE CLOUDS




ONE


MY OWN VISION OF THE WILD


As the youngest of four boys in Fairfax, Virginia, a suburb of Washington, D.C., I’d had more than the usual exposure to the natural world. My mother loved the beach, and my father loved the mountains. Before I could remember, my dad had built a cottage for Mom on Chesapeake Bay, and like wild kids, my brothers, Paul, Steve, Dennis, and I spent weekends combing the beach for fossilized shark’s teeth. Sometimes the bay would fill with stinging jellyfish we called sea nettles. Our desire to swim overcame our fear of these creatures, and eventually we learned to pick them up by their harmless pulsating caps. With stinging tentacles trailing on the sand we amazed passersby with our bravery. Doesn’t that hurt you? Nope. We also mastered the ability to capture blue crabs barehanded. With crab pinchers flailing madly before us, we chased after our innocent friends.


School field trips led to our nation’s capital’s great attractions. At the National Zoo, I reveled in the sights, sounds, and even the smells of living creatures from other worlds, marveling at the scale and scope of nature’s diversity in form and function, from the smallest birds in the giant walk-through aviary, to the great apes, large cats, and super-sized mammals like rhinos, giraffes, and elephants. Even the beguiling, lifeless bronze of a giant anteater outside the Small Mammal House captivated me; so puzzled I was at first by which end was which. In the Smithsonian Institute’s Museum of Natural History, I lingered far behind my schoolmates, spellbound in the intimate vision each specimen afforded with their lifelike glass eyes. I could almost see them breathing as they posed and I wished to drift away into their dioramas of exotic habitat and new horizons, where Tarzan and Mowgli lived in idyll.


Dad liked animals too, and we were the only home in our Fairfax neighborhood of Pine Ridge with, in addition to dogs and cats, chickens, pigeons, and peafowl. But it didn’t stop there. Once, while Mom was out of the house, Dad was reading a Field & Stream magazine at the breakfast table, and in a near whisper, he called me into the kitchen. Pointing at an ad for mail-order squirrel monkeys, he said, “If you want to get one of these, go ahead and call this number.” I was ecstatic. I had been admiring the pet monkey ad with its photo of a beguiling squirrel-sized simian staring from the page with a human-like expression, but I never thought I could have such a pet. Apparently my dad wanted one too, and the next day we sent our check for fifteen dollars.


I never knew how Dad broke the idea to Mom, but he deftly assembled a large cage from wood and chicken wire, and a week after our exotic cargo arrived, the basement rec room permanently reeked of overripe bananas and monkey poop.


Although Casper was never affectionate with me, we had a mutual respect, and I was able to carry him around attached to a harness and leash. That was the year of the emergence of the seventeen-year cicada in Virginia. My new monkey’s favorite pastime was to perch on my hand as I ran through the front yard allowing him to grab cicadas out of the air and devour them, crunching and munching wings, legs and all like a handful of chips and creamy dip. That was the highlight of Casper’s captivity. When he was back in his cage, he sat forlornly on his shelf and stared out the window toward the forest that flanked our backyard.


One day, while I was cleaning his cage outdoors, Casper made a break for it and escaped. None of us were able to grab him, and my brothers and I soon watched the agile monkey disappear into the woods behind our home, the same trees he had stared at through the window from his cage. In spectacular leaps and bounds, he traveled through the canopy of tall oaks and maples as if it was his native tropical American rainforest. Despite my loss, I felt Casper’s exhilaration as he disappeared from view in the depth of what was, from my young perspective, an endless forest.


Dad also bought mail-order honeybees from Sears, Roebuck and set them up in a hive on the driveway behind our house. The bees were supposed to be docile. I had to find out for myself. Once as a young neighbor named Elisa looked on, I approached the hive to show her my bravery. Bees buzzed around me as Elisa gazed from a safe twenty feet away. The buzzing grew loud as they swarmed around my head next to the hive. One by one they began to light on me: arms, head, shoulders, and face. They began to accumulate around my eyes. Two, four, six, dozens—their mouth parts feeling for the edges of my eyelids then lingering, their tongue-like projections dabbling there.


“They’re drinking from my eyes!” I said. Transfixed and horrified, Elisa just grimaced and stared, keeping her distance, but I was dazzled by this power that others feared. To be covered in bees is to be safe, because no one will come near you and I stood where others feared to.


Eventually, my dad, a carpenter and construction supervisor, indulged his yearning for the mountains and bought a one-hundred-year-old cabin in the Shenandoah Valley. As an escape from the city, it ultimately won out over the beach cottage, which was sold. Mom, outgoing and enterprising, decided it was Dad’s turn and took willingly to renovating the old cabin and spending weekends gardening, canning, and stoking a coal-fired stove reminiscent of her childhood in the strip-mining region of Pennsylvania.


The Blue Ridge Mountains were beautiful but sterile, I thought, relative to the rich vitality of the shore. At the beach, we had been unfettered and free—in the mountains there were chores. My older brothers adapted quickly to skills like carpentry and driving tractors, but menial tasks like weeding the carrots and lettuce, or shoveling coal into buckets to haul to the house, became my domain. The mountains, great tidal waves frozen in time, loomed like walls around me.


As the youngest of four boys striving for an identity of my own, and unafraid of wild creatures, I found myself in my own vision of the wild. At age seven, I knew I wanted a career with animals. The creatures and fantastic tales of Dr. Seuss spellbound me, and I wanted to be Max in Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are. In later school years, I pored through the World Book Encyclopedia and National Geographic magazines, aching for wild places far away, but when I envisioned a career in the wilds of Africa, I rarely spoke of it. At the time, careers like that were rare and I believed that others, including my parents and brothers, would see my dream as a weird and frivolous notion, impractical and unobtainable.


By the time I was thirteen, Dad had grown increasingly tired with commuting and working in the ever-expanding and increasingly congested Washington, D.C. suburbs. My parents sold the house in Fairfax and bought an imposing white brick two-story farmhouse in Mount Jackson, Virginia. From its wide porches, we could see the Blue Ridge to the west and the Massanutten range to the east, and I often thought of the world that was beyond these mountains.


Dad became a full-time gentleman farmer. Too productive, really, we grew and dug enough potatoes to feed ten families and then watched them rot in a huge pile. In the chicken coop, two dozen brown hens cranked out two dozen brown eggs daily. The basement filled with jars of green beans, tomatoes, beets, and sauerkraut. Dad was a good provider.


Mom started cooking in the mornings: applesauce from the apples, eggs from the hen house, slab bacon from the pigs. Our large kitchen had a fireplace, a big oak table and a gas range but no automatic dishwasher. “You practically have to wash them before you put them in anyway,” Mom always said. Instead, her prized possession was an enamel-coated, glossy, brown iron coal-fired stove, which vented through its own chimney. She cooked on its surface as adeptly as on gas or electricity. Breakfasts merged into lunches, which merged into suppers. “Do you want some applesauce?” she would ask each family member pausing at every chair. “No,” we would answer in turn, before she placed a large dollop on each plate. Three humming refrigerators—one in the kitchen, one in the washroom, and one in the guest house—brimmed with leftovers among stacks of eggs in recycled cartons. Three dogs and three cats kept their noses in the air, hoping for scraps, and friends and neighbors strategically dropped in at meal times. They raved about Mom’s fresh applesauce and often left with a bag of potatoes and a carton of eggs.


From that great old homestead, the only house I could see from my upstairs bedroom window was across a wide cow pasture. It was empty. Bored with the Virginia countryside, I matured and was consumed by a desire to travel. Africa fixed in my mind, the place where exotic animals roamed free and by the thousands. On television I saw a veterinarian who worked in the national parks of Africa. That seemed just right. Virginia did not have a veterinary school, but the University of Georgia annually admitted seven Virginia residents into its College of Veterinary Medicine.


After two years of core curriculum at Lord Fairfax Community College in Middletown, Virginia, I enrolled in UGA’s pre-veterinary program and headed south. I had always had an aptitude for languages and art, but considered these frivolous and impractical pursuits, relegated to the realm of avocations and hobbies. But majoring in zoology, the discipline of real science caught me off guard. In my first quarter I dropped out of calculus, but lingered in physics beyond the deadline and flunked it. Determined, I linked up with other students having the same problem who convinced me to join them in taking physics the following summer at Gainesville Community College, forty miles away. The credits were transferable, and I scored an A!


From then on I strategized. I took remedial math and learned who the best teacher was in each subject before registering for a class. I also partnered with other students to discuss assignments and study collaboratively. This way I was able to tackle calculus, organic chemistry, and microbiology, and raise my grade point average to qualify for vet school.


Socially and intellectually, college was a great escape from rural Virginia and led to opportunities for exploration and discovery. In the spring quarter of 1979, a fellow pre-vet student, Leslie Smith, told me she was going to East Africa during the summer on a study program from Georgia Tech. Envious, I asked her for details. She had seen a flyer posted on the bulletin board in the biology building. She said the registration deadline had already passed, but the contact person was Dr. Terry Maple in the psychology department at Georgia Tech. I called him that day.


“Yes, we could fit one more in,” Dr. Maple informed me on the phone. In his resonant baritone, he gave me the details. The trip would cost two thousand dollars and last fourteen days. In Kenya, we would be housed in a dormitory at the University of Nairobi. From there we would make trips to the country’s national parks to observe animals in their natural habitat and learn about animal behavior research and conservation. This was too good to be true, but asking my parents to pay for a $2000 course made me feel terrible. I was nervous when Dad answered the phone.


“I guess we could if that’s what you want to do,” he said.


Yes! If he could go for it, Mom would be easy.


It was difficult to concentrate on spring finals with Africa waiting for me on the other side, but I got through them. I marveled at my first passport when it arrived and dreaded the series of shots I needed for entry into Kenya. The nurse said the gamma globulin shot for typhoid would hurt when she stuck the needle in my butt. It did. I was surprised by the malaria preventative—a big pink M&M-looking tablet disguised a bitter quinine derivative within. It had to be taken daily two weeks prior to departure, and for six weeks after returning. It is supposed to kill the malaria microorganisms that enter your body when a mosquito bites you, but it doesn’t always work.


It was 3:30 A.M. on July nineteenth when our plane landed at the Nairobi airport. The cool air surprised me so near the equator, as did a pervasive smell of burning wood. No one offered an explanation for that. From the airport, our group of seven men and five women, led by Terry Maple and his student assistant Mike Hoff, shuttled to our dorm rooms. I strained to see through the darkness. In the headlights I could see abundant flowers in hedges of bright red, purple, and orange flanking the boulevard—bougainvillea. A quarter moon hung upside down, floating like a silver gondola transporting me to another world.


Our dorm rooms were on each side of a hallway at the top of a flight of concrete stairs. At each end of the hall, perforated concrete block walls let cool night air drift through. The rooms were simple, with twin beds and bookcases fixed to the walls. A vent at the top of each window was open to the outdoors. This room in the tropics was chilly.


Excited but exhausted, I slept soundly until dawn when I woke to a deep, reverberant noise repeated in a series of six booming notes—a natural sound, a creature! It was distant but loud and completely alien. I wondered what it could be—a baboon I imagined. I rose, pulled on my clothes and trotted down the dorm’s cold staircase into the morning’s chill. The smell of firewood was stronger than the night before. In time, I came to understand that the smoke was coming from the home fires in the communities of pale stucco houses that flanked the campus and mingled with other buildings of the city.


A large tree on the lawn outside the dormitory, with a trunk two feet thick, was covered in wide conical spines fading where the branches began ten feet above. Impossible to climb, I thought like a child. And as with a child, everything was foreign and new to me. I tapped on the trunk between the spines and it made a hollow drum-like sound, as if empty. A brown dove with a black mark at the nape of its neck fluttered down and landed on the grass twenty feet away. It bobbed its head as it walked, then stopped to cock one eye at me. The eye, brilliant red, gleamed like a polished ruby cabochon.


Before long, I heard the voices of fellow students, and dishes clanging in the dining hall adjoining our building. Breakfast was being served and our group was filing down the stairs to eat. Inside the cafeteria, a row of six smiling Kenyans served us food reminiscent of English colonialism—hard fried eggs on slices of toast that was also fried rock hard. An oddly tart-tasting fat round link sausage was added with a small plump tomato that had been pan-seared on its sliced top and bottom. I sampled everything with wonder. One attendant poured coffee, while another brought pitchers of hot milk and topaz-colored crystals of natural sugar. Yellow and reddish fruit juices were served in carafes. More sweet than tart, and tasting unfamiliar to us, we guessed what they might be. Orange-mango? Pineapple-guava? I reveled in the newness and difference of every detail of this new world, from the food, to the air I now breathed.


At the table, Dr. Maple chatted with a cheerful university representative and local Kenyan. They discussed details of our travels while in Kenya. What days would we be at the University, and what days would we be away to other parts of the country? Would we need boxed lunches, or would we be out overnight? This gentleman greeted our group in his crisp native accent, and asked us about our trip. I asked him about the sound I had heard at dawn. “That’s a red-eyed dove,” he replied, with a gleaming smile.


[image: images]


Our first field trip was to the Nairobi National Park. We loaded into two kombi minibuses and drove to the park’s entry just outside of town. As we entered on a dusty dirt road through a thicket of acacia trees, Dr. Maple advised us not to shout nor shoot an entire roll of film when we saw our first animal. We laughed. We were much too sophisticated for that.


As we rounded a curve out of the trees into wide rolling grasslands, a towering giraffe stood thirty feet away grazing on the high branches of a tall acacia. “Giraffe!” we shouted clambering to our feet to poke our heads and cameras out of the kombi’s open sunroof. “Shhhh . . .” we chided each other, each member of my group as giddily enthusiastic as I was. The kombis stopped and camera shutters clicked frantically at the giraffe who chewed a bolus of leaves while staring complacently at our ecstatic group.


As we traveled farther down the dirt road, we saw three more giraffes that moved along beside our vehicle thirty feet on our right. We stopped to admire them, our group drunken with awe, as these towering behemoths glided before us to cross the road. Their long necks undulated gracefully at a slight gallop, making them seem like a slow-motion optical illusion at fifteen feet tall, bedazzled with orange-brown puzzle-piece markings.


Ahead, a group of more than twenty zebras trotted along. We caught up with them and they veered away to the left. Fifty feet away, they slowed and paused. Fine-lined faces peered at us from beyond a jumble of bold black and white barred rumps. Tails swished, and skin quivered to shoo biting flies. We had to suppress the urge to shout and point, and temper the fingers on our camera shutters.


Terry Maple tried to channel our energy to the perspective of field research, instructing us to look for differences in each zebra’s set of stripes. We began to notice the lines on their bodies, like fingerprints, were different on every individual. Terry informed us that field researchers keep photographic records to distinguish animals in a herd.


Our days in the field were followed by nights at an outpost camp or back at the University. We drank cold Tusker beer at the Serena Hotel near the campus or outdoors around a campfire. Terry Maple shared stories from a previous trip or talked about animal psychology. After a beer or two, he would often burst into one of his “psongs,” as he called them—his own lyrics involving natural history or characters like Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace, cofounders of the Theory of Evolution, sung, or psung rather, to a popular tune. Among this group of people who shared my interest in the natural world, Africa strummed the chords of my emotional and intellectual core.


We had serious meetings too, when we would talk about our days in the field and how our observations related to our assigned texts on animal behavior and ethology. One of our reading assignments was Portraits in the Wild by Cynthia Moss, a comprehensive and monumental compilation of information on many East African mammals. From this we learned the social structure of animals like elephants, which live in groups of females and their young, led by a dominant matriarch. Male elephants travel alone or flank the herd seeking a receptive female for the opportunity to breed.


Moss’s book also outlined the complex social system of many species of antelopes. A horned male impala or gazelle keeps watch over a group of hornless females with which he breeds—he must constantly defend his harem from the advances of other males in violent duels. During our travels, what at first seemed like animals randomly scattered across the savanna took on new meaning. We would notice the attentive male Thompson’s gazelle near a group of thirty females, and we contemplated his struggles. We saw other males in the distance vying for the herd, and we knew what they wanted. We began to understand that grasslands had a structure and complex order to its robust vitality.


On our leg to Amboseli, Kenya, we visited Moss’s camp of canvas tents and simple wooden tables tucked in a gallery of acacias. A notebook sat on a table next to odd-shaped bones, bleaching in the sun. Khaki clothing hung on a line stretched between two trees. Far from modern conveniences, the camp looked comfortable and idyllic. Moss’s neighbors were elephants, rhinos, and lions from the surrounding grasslands, which were warm and dry, stretching farther than we could see. What else did anyone need?


Moss was away from camp that day, but at the end of our stay in Kenya, she came to visit us in Nairobi. She was laid-back and soft-spoken with medium-length wavy brown hair highlighted by the sun, which had given it the color of the dry savanna grasses. She began by thanking us for reading her book and told us she had come to Kenya from the United States years previously on a writing assignment for Newsweek magazine. After that, she didn’t leave.


Her love for Africa was apparent in the tales she told us. Casual and relaxed amid our group of students, she patiently answered all of our questions about her life and work, unable to conceal a special admiration and fondness for elephants. This gracious behaviorist autographed each of our books before she left. I opened mine and read: To John, With best wishes, Cynthia Moss, Nairobi, August 10, 1979.


I marveled at her resolve, and understood her desire to live in Africa because I felt it myself.


Back at UGA that fall, I tried to knuckle under again for academic life. My pre-vet club needed speakers for future meetings and I thought of Terry Maple. He wasn’t an authority on veterinary medicine, but he could talk to our group about his study-abroad program and provide an inspiring diversion to the sometimes uninspiring drudgery of undergraduate studies.


I called Terry at Georgia Tech, and he agreed to speak to our club. After setting a date for the next meeting, I told Terry yet again how much I enjoyed traveling in Kenya and seeing Africa’s abundant wildlife firsthand, and learning so much while among them. In response, Terry surprised me with a request of his own.


“How would you like to go to Rwanda and study mountain gorillas with Dian Fossey?”


I was dumbstruck.


“Where? Who?” I stammered. Maple, an ambitious man with a profound interest in great apes, explained that he had learned of the opportunity from a fellow primate behaviorist, Dr. Ramon Rhine of the University of California at Riverside, who was on the research advisory board for Karisoke Research Center.


Dian Fossey was then little known outside the world of primate behaviorists, and I had to ask Terry more about her. As he explained that the National Geographic Society funded her and she had written articles in their magazine, I did recall seeing the stunning images of her sitting with wild gorillas. Rwanda, a tiny country in the center of Africa, was then little known to the rest of the world.


Terry explained that Fossey was looking for up to three students to staff her research camp because she was planning to leave for a year’s teaching assignment at Cornell University. Terry’s tone changed as he went on to say that through conversations with Dr. Rhine, he had learned that Fossey could be difficult to work with. Many students had clashed with her and left camp, “. . . and she hasn’t been as productive with her research as expected.” Apparently, Terry added, she felt men were more suited to the work and that women were not suited for mountain gorilla research and the Spartan living at Karisoke. This seemed bizarre to me because she was a woman, after all. I wondered what kind of a woman she was.


“She may just need a friend,” Terry said.


This comment stuck in my mind. Although Maple and I briefly discussed research topics like mother-infant behavior in great apes, befriending Dian Fossey loomed as my primary objective. An easy task, I was sure. I saw myself as even-tempered and nonconfrontational. She wanted helpers, and I would be at her service. Someone doing such great work and not being appreciated for it, I thought, was sad and worthy of remediation. I honestly took the opportunity to assist her to be an honor and a privilege, not a problem. Without hesitating, I said, “Yes!”


Despite my obvious enthusiasm, Terry said, “Take the next twenty-four hours to think about it and call me back.”


My roommates, Jeff and Kevin were stunned by my news, but not more so than my parents were. My mom’s reaction was, “My God, a whole year in Africa?!” But after having raised four sons to adulthood with minds of their own, she didn’t try to talk me out of it.


After twenty-four hours had elapsed, I called Terry and reconfirmed what I said before, “Yes, I want to go back to Africa.” There was a thrill in the ensuing pause in our conversation. Terry seemed as excited as I was. “If I had an opportunity like this when I was your age, I’d go,” he said. I knew then that he was living vicariously through this chance of mine.


Terry didn’t know the exact time line for departure, but said that I might have to leave soon. I didn’t care, and was foolishly willing to drop out of fall quarter if it was necessary.


From that point on, I struggled to remain focused on my studies while dreaming of mountain gorillas. Terry called me almost weekly to brief me on his progress with making things happen. “Dian is particularly interested in students who have their own source of funds,” he said, “but I might be able to get a benefactor to pay your airfare over there.” I told Terry that I had about five hundred dollars that I could live off of, and he put this all in a letter on my behalf to Dr. Rhine on the Karisoke Board. Dr. Rhine forwarded that on to Dian Fossey, and I wondered how many other students had been contacted and were being considered. We waited for an answer.


I sat through my microbiology course and remember nothing about it. My study sessions in the campus library turned into searches for the National Geographic magazines with articles by Dian Fossey about the mountain gorillas. Nights that I started working on my paper in Principles of Human Ecology and Evolution turned into evenings reading George Schaller’s book, The Mountain Gorilla.


“You’re going to Rwanda young man,” said Terry on the phone near the end of the quarter. “Dian has selected you and two other students to go to Karisoke. And I’ve found a woman named Betty Wisdom from New Orleans who will pay for your airfare.” I was really going back to Africa. When I told my roommates and fellow pre-vet students around the UGA campus that I was going to Rwanda to work with mountain gorillas, I tried to be nonchalant instead of giddy. They were amazed. Is she that woman who works with chimps? How did that happen? Why you?


Why me? I wondered too. Just an undergraduate hoping to get into vet school, I had no research or field experience other than Terry Maple’s course. I didn’t dwell on my lack of qualifications, but struggled to remain focused on my studies while dreaming of mountain gorillas. I soon received the following letter from Dr. Rhine confirming my acceptance.




Dear John:


I am very pleased to inform you that Dr. Fossey has wired acceptance of your application for research at her Karisoke Research Center in Rwanda. I had informed her that you are financially self-sufficient, will stay a minimum of 12 months, and can leave sometime around the first of the year . . .


Remember, you may well hate Rwanda and Karisoke, especially during the first three months or so. After that, you may or may not learn to tolerate the place or even gradually fall in love with it. Be prepared for never-ending frustrations and loneliness.


I’ll be in touch again before long.


Sincerely yours,


Ramon J. Rhine


Professor


University of California, Riverside





Getting this letter was like winning the lottery, and I shrugged off its foreboding undertone. How could I hate anything about this great opportunity?


Fall quarter ended and I went home to Virginia. Terry had forwarded a letter to me written by Peter Veit, the only student remaining at Karisoke. Veit recommended equipment and supplies that the new students should bring with them to Karisoke. My brother Steve, the forestry major, helped me shop for a pair of sturdy hiking boots, a backpack and a cheap set of plastic raingear. Veit had recommended bringing a compass and waterproof paper. Steve, who had spent past summers working as a land surveyor’s assistant, also helped me find a good compass and the expensive waterproof paper at a surveyors’ supply store.


A woman named Carolyn Phillips called me from Seattle, Washington. She was one of the other students who Dian had chosen to work at Karisoke. Until then, I assumed I would be traveling alone. Carolyn had learned from Dr. Rhine of the third student who had been selected, Stuart Perlmeter, living in Eugene, Oregon. She had called him and asked if they could travel from the West Coast together. Perlmeter told her he wanted to stick to his plan to leave around Christmas—being Jewish, the approaching holidays wouldn’t slow him down. As that was too soon for Carolyn, he would travel alone. My new colleague was relieved when I agreed to coordinate my travel plans with hers after New Year’s, telling me she had never been to Africa. I told her about my previous trip with Terry Maple, and she said she felt more comfortable knowing I had some experience traveling in Africa. From my adventurous but naïve young perspective, I didn’t understand her cautiousness, but Carolyn seemed easygoing and friendly and I looked forward to meeting her.


Going through my belongings from my previous travels in East Africa, I marveled once again at my first passport I had used the previous summer and was thankful that the vaccines listed in my health certificate were still good for entry into Kenya. I wouldn’t need another painful gamma globulin shot in my ass.


I was scheduled to leave for Rwanda on January 8. Terry called me a few days prior to departure to arrange a meeting somewhere between my home in Mount Jackson, Virginia and his in Atlanta, Georgia. He had a one-way airline ticket for me, some research-related reading material, a letter of recommendation to help me get an extended visa, and permission to conduct research in Rwanda.


“Did you hear what I said?” Terry asked. A one-way ticket?” I laughed at the implication, but remained undaunted. I could only think forward, about getting there, so excited was I about the opportunity.


We ate burgers and fries at an interstate fast food joint as Terry discussed the various research topics I could pursue with the mountain gorillas. Terry recommended a mother-infant study, or the role of adult males called silverbacks. He decided, of course, that whatever research topic Fossey wanted would be the way to go. Terry also told me that Dr. Rhine had said that Dian would be appointing one of the new students as acting director of the research center before she departed to begin teaching at Cornell. Terry paused for my reaction. I remained silent, but knew what he was thinking. This was too much. How could I be acting director with such a limited background? I barely understood the research topics and was overwhelmed by Terry’s innuendo. Before we parted, Terry said, “I want you to know that January eighth is Alfred Russel Wallace’s birthday.”


“It is?”


“Do you know who Alfred Russel Wallace is?”


“Uh . . . no.”


“He’s the cofounder of the Theory of Evolution. Along with Charles Darwin, but Darwin publicized it first. Beat him to it. I have an Alfred Russel Wallace birthday party at my house every year. This year we’ll be toasting you while you’re in the air on your way to the mountain gorillas.”




TWO


INTO RWANDA


On January 8, 1980, Carolyn and I traveled through waylays and delays for over five days via Nairobi, Kenya into Kigali, Rwanda. Along the way, we compared notes on how we fell into this opportunity. Carolyn had been a volunteer at Woodland Park Zoo in Seattle and knew the zoo’s director, David Hancocks. Hancocks had learned of Dian’s request for students from Dr. Rhine, the same as Terry. At thirty-four, she was eleven years my senior, and well read on Dian Fossey and her work. Petite and attractive with long dark hair, her qualifications consisted primarily of her zoo volunteer work; other than that, she had a BA in English, and a supportive attitude toward Fossey’s work, with admiration bordering on reverence. By comparison, I felt ashamed to say how little I knew about Dian before this opportunity arose.


 Upon arrival in Kigali, we were graciously taken in and hosted by US Embassy staffers stationed there. There was that much excitement and mystique about Karisoke and the people involved with it. The embassy’s Communications Programs Officer, Judy Chidester, generously offered us her home, a spacious four-bedroom abode, which her coworkers had dubbed “Judy’s Joint,” with a sign proclaiming just that by the driveway. Judy was a full-figured gal in her early forties with a short crop of dark curls, dressed for the tropics in a sleeveless blouse and bright slacks. Robust and cheerful, she gave us a quick tour of her home and showed us our rooms. French doors in the large living area opened to a wide veranda facing eastward over Kigali’s rolling hillsides. In the distance, we noticed an airplane taking off from the airport where we had just arrived.


I had read that Kigali was at 5,000 feet above sea level, and I commented about the temperature being just right at nearly 80 degrees.


“That’s why I’ve put in for another three years here.” Judy said, grinning. “But we’re just at the end of the short dry season. It’ll be clouding up here in the next few weeks.”


Carolyn and I thanked Judy profusely for the luxurious accommodations, and joked about how the situation was not going to help prepare us for what we knew would be Spartan conditions ahead, among the mountain gorillas.


“I’ll be heading up to Karisoke myself this week,” Judy informed us, “To help take care of the baby.”


At our surprised confusion, Judy went on to tell Carolyn and me that a baby gorilla had recently been confiscated from poachers and was now being cared for at Karisoke. In order for Dian to leave camp to retrieve us, Judy and her friend, Liza Escher, from the Swiss consulate would be traveling to Karisoke to babysit the little gorilla while Dian came to Kigali. This news just added another layer of excitement about what lay ahead.


“There’s a box of chocolates on the end table there, help yourself to the top layer.” Judy said, as she slipped out the doorway, on her way back to work. “The bottom layer’s mine!” she added with a laugh.
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Judy’s friend Ann Yancey, the embassy’s Economic/Commercial Officer and Vice Consul, invited Judy, Carolyn, and me over for dinner at her equally gracious home, to savor a repurposed pork loin, which they and others had already sampled in a meal at Judy’s Joint. Ann, in her late twenties, was as cheerfully adapted to her Rwandan outpost as Judy.


“When we get a good cut of meat like that here,” Ann said, a shock of blond curls bouncing around her fair-skinned face, “we’ve got to take advantage of it in more than one meal.”


A few other embassy staffers joined the dinner party, as did Brooke Stallsmith, a tall, thin, bespectacled young man in his twenties. Brooke was stationed in Rwanda with USAID for agricultural development. It was obvious that Karisoke, the mountain gorillas, and particularly Dian Fossey were subjects of great curiosity, and Carolyn’s and my presence provided a novel diversion and topic of interest. Our own curiosity at the table, about what lay ahead for the two of us at Karisoke Research Center, was met with cryptic responses from those who had already met the mysterious gorilla lady.


“Soon you’ll know much more about her than we do,” Brooke offered.


“Anyone who’s had to live up at Karisoke as Dian has . . .” Judy offered, hesitating with a deep breath, “as remote as it is, and dealing with what she’s had to deal with, fighting for the gorillas, like she has, and the poaching. Well, that’s got to take a toll on you.”


Just as I thought that Judy had answered this question before, Ann chimed in, “Well, you’ll be able to form your own opinions after you’ve been up there a while.”


To our excitement, Brooke also informed us that a volcano was erupting across the border in neighboring Zaire. Mount Nyamuragira, an active volcano in the Virunga mountain chain, had just recently blown its stack and was spewing molten lava down its slopes.


“Perhaps you’ll be able to see it from where you’ll be up there,” our dinner group surmised.


We also learned from the group that our American ambassador, Harry Melone, Jr., along with family and friends, was currently visiting Karisoke. His considerable clout garnered him and his special guests the favor of accommodations, hosted by Dian Fossey herself, including exclusive access to her research gorillas. The presence of a baby mountain gorilla in camp made the timing all that more alluring and special.


By the time Judy left Carolyn and me in her home, and headed up to Karisoke with her friend Liza as planned, word was that Dian would arrive the next day. But even over the next couple of days, she had not yet arrived. Some speculated that the ambassador’s visit to her camp, combined with the baby gorilla’s arrival were the likely delays. Back then, Kigali was a small city of only 130,000 or so, and Carolyn and I passed the idle days walking its dusty dirt roads and intermittent pavement. To pass the time, we visited Kigali’s central open market, and the shops around town featuring local crafts and souvenirs. The Hôtel des Mille Collines was the nicest venue in town, but too extravagant for us to even have lunch with our meager funds. English was rare, and everywhere we went, I found myself using animated hand signals to help communicate. I bought an assortment of vegetables at the market with a plan to make soup for lunch back at Judy’s Joint. Tiny red peppers Rwandans call pili-pili had also caught my eye, and I added those into the mix as well. The result was too caustic to eat. I couldn’t finish mine, and felt bad for Carolyn who somehow managed to eat all of hers.


“I’m just impressed that you can make soup,” she said, as I wiped the perspiration from my forehead with my napkin.


I had been advised not to keep too much money at Karisoke, and at the suggestion of embassy staffers, I deposited my $500 cash into the Banque du Kigali for safekeeping, and in exchange received a small paper bankbook. I would make withdrawals as needed on my returns to Kigali to renew each three-month visa. The chaotic mass of people that formed at each bank window instead of the neat lines I was used to, and seeming lack of organization during the process, made me wonder if I’d ever see my cash again.


Judy had made us feel welcome at the American Embassy, and even got us clearance to enter and peruse their informal book exchange. We chose the books we wanted to take up to camp for reading. The embassy was an unassuming, single-story building with an entrance just a few steps from the street’s sidewalk. In the vestibule, a plump Rwandan receptionist named Bernadette greeted us from behind a wooden desk. She wore the same close-cropped haircut typical of the locals.


“So you are the ones going up to Karisoke?” Bernadette asked in her clipped accent.


“Yes, we are,” Carolyn and I answered in unison.


“Aha . . .” she said cryptically, returning her attention to papers on her desk.


After walking the hot dusty streets of Kigali, Carolyn and I were thankful to be given access to the embassy’s lounge and pool, a short walk from the center of town. Comprised of a kitchenette with a couple of open rooms for card games, cookouts, and movie nights, the lounge area was beneath the residence of the Ambassador’s secretary, Dorothy Eardley, and opened to the back lawn and pool. Upon our arrival there, we ran into Bill Weber, who had stopped in to use the pool and shower facilities. Bill had spent many months at Karisoke with his wife, Amy Vedder, who was studying gorilla feeding ecology. At that moment, Carolyn and I had no knowledge of the couple’s considerable history with Dian, and upon introductions, Bill immediately became chilly and aloof, gathering his backpack and brushing past us out the door without the least bit of interest in answering questions, or knowing anything more about us.
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On our fifth day in Kigali, still occupying Judy’s well-appointed home without her, Carolyn and I relaxed on the wide veranda, discussing what lay ahead while admiring the view overlooking Kigali’s eastern hills, and the airport on the horizon. A pair of speckled mousebirds flitted between shrubs across the lawn below, trailing their long thin tails like flying rodents.


“I see Dian as sort of a kindred spirit,” Carolyn confided to me, “I’ve admired her for a long time.”


In contrast to Carolyn’s knowledge, I felt a little guilty, having not known so much about our soon-to-be mentor.


“I can’t wait to see the gorillas,” I mused, “and how they live, up there in the rain forest.”


“I thought it was a rain forest too,” Carolyn corrected me, “but our zoo director, David Hancocks, told me that at that altitude we’ll be up in the clouds. It’s actually called a ‘cloud forest.’”


The mere concept of a cloud forest only made what lay ahead seem even more surreal. I gazed skyward at the clouds. Kigali was at five thousand feet above sea level; we’d be five thousand more feet above where we were at that moment, transported up into the very atmosphere to which I gazed.


Near the equator, the sun sets around six o’clock each day. As the light faded, a loud putter of an automobile broke the silence as it rounded the curve of Judy’s driveway. I looked over the veranda railing and saw an old gray Volkswagen bus jostle to a stop below.


Dian Fossey had arrived!


Two car doors creaked and slammed in the cool air of twilight, followed by the shuffle of two pairs of feet trudging up the concrete steps. Carolyn and I rose to meet Dian and our other new fellow student Stuart as they walked in the open doorway. Expecting a warm greeting, I was immediately taken aback by Dian’s cool detachment. I had read she was six feet tall, but here before me, she slouched just enough to bring her carriage a good inch or two below my own similar height. Her dark brown hair was mussed from travel, and wan, sallow cheeks only heightened her somewhat ascetic appearance. No warmth emanated from her in this moment of greeting, but rather a pall of preoccupation and weariness, as if uncomfortably out of her element. Stuart, twenty-six, stood a few inches shorter than me, with a lanky build like my own. He had a longish face and nose, and dark curly hair in the basic one-length rounded style of the late seventies. The two of them wore jeans and plain work shirts, dusty from the road.


Dian’s reticent smile was noticeably labored as we introduced ourselves and shook hands. Her puffy eyes twitched with the effort to smile, as if our exuberance was a flash of painfully bright light. I thought of Terry Maple’s advice to make a point of befriending her—Stuart certainly had, and by contrast, exuded charm and charisma—but I was struck dumb by her coldness, especially when she seemed to cringe while touching our hands, as if wincing at the pain of the encounter. The reaction was not one of engagement, but rather reluctance, even revulsion. She was not enjoying the moment, but rather restraining her contempt.


As we began idle chatter, Dian made eye contact with Stuart much more than with Carolyn or me, like a child among strange adults seeking refuge in a parent. It was obvious that Stuart had made good use of the lead time he had in getting to Karisoke ahead of Carolyn and me; it was obvious that he was already Dian’s right-hand man. Reading our eagerness for information about what we were about to embark on, he broke the ice with easy chatter.


“Karisoke is beautiful,” he said. “Surrounded by the volcanoes . . . and the gorillas are amazing!” He opened his eyes expressively when he spoke, rolling them slightly with a sideways tilt of his head.


I envied the knowledge he already had about the world of mountain gorillas, and the sights he had already seen. Stuart put his backpack down, and we moved to chairs in the living room. Dian sat herself down in a chair by the French doors to the veranda, leaning against the chair’s arm, her legs crossed at the ankles. Her reticent movements suggested frailty, rather than the picture of strength I had imagined. She paused for a moment, blinking and twitching her eyes, as if adjusting her thoughts before speaking to us about the next few days: Stuart would be staying at Judy’s with Carolyn and me, while Dian stayed at Ambassador Melone’s house. Dian’s monotone voice was low and soft, almost breathy, unemotional, and again incongruous with the image of strength and confidence I had envisioned.


Dian paused again and cleared her throat. “Uh, where’s my valise?” she asked, reaching and looking by her feet.


“Oh . . . must be in the van,” Stuart said, attentive.


“Eht mwaaah . . .” Dian growled, her face tightening in a scowl.


“I’ll get it,” Stuart chimed, leaping up and trotting toward the door. He must have noticed the looks on Carolyn’s and my faces, because he smiled and stopped to explain the sound Dian had just made.


“That’s a gorilla vocalization. We have to make that sound when we approach the gorillas, so they’ll know we’re near,” Stuart said, authoritatively.


Clearly growing impatient, Dian began telling Carolyn and me that we had much to do the next day before going back to camp.


“Have you brought your letters of recommendation,” she asked, “to get permission to work in the Parc des Volcans?”


“Yes,” Carolyn and I spoke and nodded our affirmation in unison.


“Mwah, mwah, mwah . . .” Dian purred, in what we took to be approval.


Carolyn and I continued listening and nodding at Dian’s instructions, already intimidated and obedient, as Stuart returned with a notebook-sized black leather case. Our new boss slowly unzipped her valise and riffled through some papers inside.


“Uh, okay, in the morning we have go to ORTPN and meet with, uh . . . Benda Lema,” She said, then turned her head and spit toward the floor with a dour look of contempt. I glanced at Stuart, who smiled and maintained his composure.


“That’s the parks department,” Stuart explained.


“Shit merde!” Dian suddenly cursed, “eht mwahh, mwahh . . .” Fidgety, she shifted in her seat, pausing at various items in her valise. I wondered what she might be searching for: A to-do list, money, passport . . . ? Suddenly, Dian lifted her head, a little more energetic now, and asked, “Is anyone getting hungry?”


All four of us piled into Dian’s Volkswagen bus with Dian at the wheel and Stuart in the passenger seat beside her. The vehicle’s vinyl seats had numerous tears at the seams and the metal floor was covered in dust from the roads. As we left Judy’s driveway, I could see the dirt road passing underneath where bolts were missing, and with a raw, sore clatter, we rode into town to a small restaurant near the embassy.


“This is about the best place in Kigali,” Dian said flatly as we entered the dimly lit café. A Rwandan man, recognizing Dian immediately, greeted her with an enthusiastic, “Bonsoir, Madame!” He led us to a table by the front window, and Dian ordered Primus for all four of us. Scanning the menu’s French text, we struggled to decipher the offerings of beef, chicken, or fish.


“I made soup today,” I volunteered, attempting some sort of interaction with Dian.


“You made soup?” she said, wrinkling her nose at me.


“Yeah, but, you know, I put those little peppers in it? And—”


“Pili-pili?” Dian said. “You don’t put that in soup. Eht mwaaah . . .” She looked over to Stuart and smirked. Stuart smiled awkwardly, and I looked at Carolyn who shifted in her seat. Maybe I just need to be quiet, I began to think.


When the waiter returned with our beers, Dian watched as he opened hers. She immediately took a big swig as we all waited for her to take the lead in ordering food. She spoke laboriously in French, twitching and wrinkling her face at the waiter’s responses to her questions before finally nodding and agreeing to something on the menu.


After we had all placed our orders, Carolyn asked about the baby gorilla at Karisoke. Dian said she estimated it to be about three years old and it was getting much more used to people now. It was a female, and Dian had named it Charlie.


“She screamed and hid under the bed at first,” Stuart said, laughing. “We tried to coax her out with food.”


The beer seemed to relax Dian, and she laughed easily with Stuart, while continuing on to describe the progress she had made by way of offering candy to the little gorilla. Dian’s laugh was a low, quick series of “huh, huh, huh, huh . . .” which I would soon learn, like other of her idiosyncratic vocalizations, was reminiscent of a gorilla’s chuckling. Our new boss finished her talk about the baby, telling Carolyn and me that we would have a lot of work to do with the new orphan when we got to camp. The very idea thrilled me.


“Dr. Maple suggested I do a mother-infant study,” I said, looking for an enthusiastic response from my new boss. Instead, she looked at me and paused.


“What do you notice about him?” she asked Stuart, pointing at me with cold detachment, as if I couldn’t hear or see from behind a glass window.


Stuart paused. “What do you mean?”


“Watch him; he does a lot of things with his hands.”


I flushed and forced an awkward smile, too embarrassed to look over at Carolyn. Ever since our arrival in Nairobi, I had been relying more and more on my hands to communicate across Swahili, French, and Kinyarwanda. Now, apparently, I was even doing it in English. Ashamed, I lowered my hands to my lap and fell silent. The corners of Dian’s mouth curled up in a derogatory smile as she looked at Stuart, who quickly stepped in. I really do need to just stop talking, I realized.


“You have to be observant like that when watching gorillas,” Stuart said. Grateful for his intervention, I nodded apprehensively.


Our meals were served with a loaf of French-style bread. I ate silently, by now, loath to speak, listening, and observing. Dian picked at the food on her plate, before hacking a large slice of bread from the loaf and cutting hunks of butter to spread on top of it. On this she liberally sprinkled salt before eating it in large bites. Cutting another slice, she repeated the ritual. I tried not to stare.


Dian ended the evening by surprising me with an offering of one of her Impala cigarettes. Despite three and a half years having gone by since I quit my teenage smoking, I gladly accepted what appeared to be my only bonding moment with the great Dian Fossey. I took up smoking again.


While Dian stayed at Ambassador Melone’s home, Stuart, Carolyn, and I stayed at Judy’s Joint. Our hostess had graciously turned her house over to us while still up at Karisoke babysitting the orphan. With Dian absent, the three of us got to know each other a little better, and Stuart told Carolyn and I that his girlfriend from Oregon would be joining him soon at Karisoke.


The next morning at nine, Dian puttered down the driveway in her Volkswagen. A light shower had come and gone, but the sky remained overcast. This was just the onset of the long rainy season, and Dian wore an unbuttoned dark trench coat with the belt hanging open from its loops. Clutching her black leather valise, she might have been a correspondent for the nightly news, save for her dishevelment and irritability.


“Shit merde, salber and sheissamakoff!” Dian cursed in an international gibberish of her own, having just noticed that she’d driven across town with her coat’s belt trailing from out of the closed car door. I tried to decipher the expletives, recognizing the French word for “shit,” along with her own variant on the German for “shithead.”


ORTPN—the Rwandan Office for Tourism and National Parks—occupied a long whitewashed building near the middle of town, and an African clerk escorted us down a long open-air gallery to the office of Monsieur François Benda Lema, who rose from behind his desk as we entered.


“Bonjour,” said Dian, her demeanor suddenly changing to a forced congeniality. We all said “bonjour” to Monsieur Benda Lema, who smiled and shook each of our hands. The predominant tribe in Rwanda was the Hutu and Benda Lema was typical of the Rwandans we had met so far. He was just over five feet tall, with a rounded face and sturdy build. As was typical of Rwandan men and women, he had a plain close-cropped haircut.


Dian asked Carolyn and me for our letters of recommendation and our passports, which she handed to Benda Lema, speaking to him slowly in her laborious French. There were no other seats in the small office, so Stuart, Carolyn, and I moved just outside to a bench in the breezeway. I could not understand what was being said, but Dian’s forced friendliness became increasingly strained.


Through the door, we could see Dian at the edge of her wooden chair with her back straight and tense. She shifted a little each time she struggled for a word. Benda Lema’s impatience with her was as obvious as hers was with him, and he wasn’t going to yield to her. After twenty minutes, Dian came out and asked Carolyn and me if we had letters from our local police departments, which stated that we did not have police records in our hometowns. Incredulous, we said no.


“Eht mwah, shit goddammit,” Dian muttered in a low voice, acting as if we should have thought of this before. These sudden outbursts of vitriolic language brought we newcomers, Carolyn and me, to nervous silence, but Stuart maintained composure.


Dian returned to her debate with Benda Lema, and after another ten minutes of chilly, stilted dialogue, she emerged to tell us that our visas would be approved, but we would need to have letters from our home police departments before getting extended visas in three months.


Happy to have her dreaded encounter with Benda Lema over with, our new leader led us across the street into Kigali’s commercial section.


“We’ve got to get some things for camp now, Stuart,” Dian said, still shaking off her tension, as we made our way across downtown’s busy avenue. “We really need parts for the pressure lanterns.”


“Okay, Mom,” Stuart said, facetiously, with a cheerful grin, drawing out the o in Mom like a winsome child. “Whatever you say.” At this, Dian managed a smile.


“Now you’ve got it!” our boss replied, with a grin


“Whatever you need, I’ll see if I can find it.” Stuart added.


Then Dian was beaming at Stuart’s enthusiastic spirit of helpfulness. I knew Carolyn was as relieved as I for the change of mood. Struck by Stuart’s easy intimacy with Dian, not to mention her obvious delight at being called “Mom,” I was by now a little envious of their genuine rapport, but already felt far too unsure of myself to approach this unpredictable woman.


The next few days were more of the same, driving around town in pursuit of Dian’s supplies, visiting the American embassy and getting our letter home to police departments written and sent. “If I’m going back to the States, I’m going to need to take some gifts for people,” Dian said to herself as we approached the gift shop near the embassy. She parked in front of the store and Carolyn and I followed her inside. Dian stopped at the glass case by the door and stared into it. On a previous visit to this shop with Carolyn, I had noticed a free-form gold nugget in the display case, fitted with a gold bail to wear as a pendant. My mom’s birthday was coming up, and I thought how much she would enjoy such a souvenir from Africa.


Dian never let up on her cutting remarks to me, and I grew more and more silent within our Fossey entourage. But still I attempted conversation when an opportunity arose.


“I’d like to get that gold nugget in there for my mom’s birthday,” I said, pointing through the glass, “but I’m not sure how long my money will hold out.” Dian turned a shoulder to me and shifted her view to the glass counter where I had pointed.


“S’il vous plaît,” Dian said to the salesgirl, while pointing to the gold piece.


“Oui, Madame.” The cashier opened the case from the back and placed the pendant in Dian’s hands. I moved away in the awkwardness of the moment while Dian handed the cashier a wad of francs in exchange for the piece, and stuffed it in her purse.


[image: images]


Rick Kramer, the American ambassador’s assistant, was a big fan of Dian’s and invited the four of us over for dinner. Rick and his wife, Theresa, had three young kids. Iambo, the eldest girl, and Stephan, the middle child, had been born in Madagascar to Theresa and her previous husband, a Madagascan. Sarah, a blonde little toddler, was Rick’s and Theresa’s together. While Theresa served coffee, Rick talked about his love of the hardship post, even the effects that a recent water shortage had had on them.


“I mean, where else would we get to drag a garbage can full of pool water into the house just to have clean water?” he said, with affection for his adventures in the third world.


As Rick talked, Dian’s attention was directed at the children. Stuart and Carolyn joined in the conversation, while I, feeling by now permanently muzzled, became merely an observer of Dian. I watched as she sliced chunks from a wheel of Brie on the dinner table and sneaked them to the chubby little Stephan, who eyed his parents warily before taking them. I suspected that his parents didn’t want him to eat so much, but the interaction was so satisfying to Dian that she didn’t care.


After dinner, Iambo and Stephan placed a board game on the floor in front of Dian, who flung a tiny ball at a series of miniature bowling pins. Having witnessed her irascibility and foul mouth, I was struck by her calm demeanor as young Stephan scolded Dian for throwing too hard. Innocent and unthreatening, children and animals seemed immune to her wrath, I surmised as I tried to assess her complex personality.


On another night, we joined Dian at the home of her elder friend Dorothy Eardley, with whom she’d be staying for the next few nights. Dorothy was the ambassador’s secretary, and was planning to retire after that year. The silver-haired simpatico of Dian’s fixed a pitcher of martinis, and she and the gorilla lady had a real rapport as they drank and chatted about past embassy officials and Kigali social life.
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