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ur silver Jeep bravely struggled up and down the

steep hills of Rwanda’s countryside. Breathtaking

views and terraced fields endlessly accompanied us

on the road to the Virunga Mountains, where we were

hoping to encounter both the Endangered mountain

gorillas and golden monkeys. As a wildlife photographer, I was

extremely excited about the prospect of meeting two such rare

species in their natural habitat.

The roads were narrow and lined with people in colourful clothing,

who were cycling, walking or carrying baskets full of fruit and

vegetables. As we navigated our way to Musanze in the north-

western province, I was amazed by how incredibly clean the country

was. There wasn’t a piece of paper or a plastic bottle in sight, despite

the fact that Rwanda is the most densely populated country in Africa.

I was truly intrigued by this, and I later found out that Rwanda

practices a rule whereby every able citizen is expected to help clean

the streets between 8am and midday on the last Saturday of each

month.



Finally, after a spectacular journey, we arrived at the conservation

office that borders Volcanoes National Park, where we met the

friendly trackers and park wardens, who went out of their way to

make us feel welcome. Volcanoes National Park protects the

Rwandan section of the Virunga Mountains, which forms part of a

transfrontier conservation area that includes protected areas in

Uganda and the DRC. It is a range of mostly dormant volcanoes and

includes Rwanda’s highest point – the 4,507 metre-high Mt

Karisimbi – and two active volcanoes called Mt Nyiragongo and Mt

Nyamuragia.

After our introductory meeting, we made our way back along the 20-

A glimpse of the incredible Rwandan countryside ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira



kilometre road to Musanze, which is filled with gaping potholes and

people transporting enormous bags of potatoes on bicycles. Both

Irish and sweet potatoes are grown extensively in this region, as is

the fantastic pyrethrum, which is a small white daisy that decorates

the countryside across seemingly endless fields. The plant is used as

a natural insecticide and exported all over the world.

Meeting the mountain gorillas

Hard working women tend to the fields with their children in tow (left);

The pretty pyrethrum (right). Both images ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira

The spectacular Virunga Mountain range ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira



After a night’s rest in a small hotel, the day of the gorilla trek arrived

and I was ecstatic. The mountain gorilla is one of the rarest species

on Earth and there are only approximately 700 of these gorillas left

in the wild, so it is an enormous privilege to see them. There

are different gorilla families living in the Virungas – certain families

are large with nearly 30 individuals, while others have between 10

and 20 members.

I was fortunate to be placed in a small group with only two other

people and, after introductions, we drove another 20km to the

starting point of the trek, before tackling the last 1.5km, which

http://www.wildfrontiers.com/discover-gentle-giants/


entailed driving over sharp volcanic rocks. I held my breath for about

20 minutes, negotiating each treacherous rock, just hoping I’d make

it to the end.

The gorilla trek into the mountains was strenuous to say the least. A

certain level of fitness is definitely required and I was grateful for my

gym sessions. However, after three hours of hiking, our guide

instructed us to leave our equipment in a small clearing and only

bring along our cameras. He told us to be quiet as the gorillas were

nearby. And he was right. Before we even had time to leave our bags,

a young gorilla came rushing out of the foliage into the clearing, so

close to me that he literally brushed against my pants as he

scampered past. He was extremely curious and kept on moving in

and out of the clearing. He seemed unsure as to what to do, until

another juvenile arrived with a baby in tow. The two boisterous

juveniles played roughly with the little baby, until he was finally

rescued by his mother, who had been quietly watching the spectacle

from behind some bushes a little further away.

A juvenile gorilla stops for a bite to eat ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira

A baby mountain gorilla (left); Hitching a ride (right) Both images

©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira



Within 10 minutes, a dominant male – referred to as a silverback –

arrived. At this point, the atmosphere changed. There was no

question as to who was boss in this family. We were told to remain

calm as the silverback took his time to scrutinise each one of us. The

tracker used all sorts of sounds to signal that we were not a threat.

Our intrusion was apparently accepted by the family, and so we were

allowed a humbling look into their enigmatic world.

It was without a doubt, one of the most magical moments of my life.

Coming face to face with a gorilla family of 18 individuals in their

unique habitat is something I wish every animal lover could

experience once in their lifetime. This is a mystical and spectacularly

beautiful area, where the gorillas actually do live in the mist.

A juvenile gorilla stops for a bite to eat ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira

A baby mountain gorilla (left); Hitching a ride (right) Both images

©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira



Monkeying around

The following day, we embarked on our golden monkey trek, which

was much easier than our previous trek, and our trackers located a

very large troop of about 120 individuals. The golden monkey is

endemic to the region and inhabits only a few small pockets of

Rwanda and the DRC. It was an absolute privilege to encounter this

rare and very beautiful monkey but it proved to be quite a challenge

to take good photographs of them, as they constantly moved around

in the bushes and tree canopies. However, they are a whole lot of fun

to watch, and I had a good laugh at their performances and games!

A gorilla connection ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira



To find out what else Jytte got up to in Rwanda, continue

reading below the advert

Look into the eyes of a golden monkey ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira

A golden monkey looks like it’s up to no good ©Christian Boix



from the 1960s until Dian’s

tragic and unsolved murder

in 1985.

It was truly an emotional

experience when we reached the gorilla graveyard. All the gorillas

that pass on – whether that be from natural causes or from poaching

– were represented with a wooden cross with their names carved

into it. At the far end next to Dian’s tomb was Digit’s grave. Digit was

the silverback with whom Dian had a very strong bond, and their

relationship came to a terrible end in 1977 when poachers

attacked Digit’s group. The fearless gorilla sacrificed himself for the

good of the group, sustaining several spear wounds while fighting to

the death so that his group could escape unharmed. The poachers

subsequently decapitated him and removed his hands. This tragedy

weighed upon us, and the energy of both Digit and Dian hung

strongly in this tranquil spot in the depths of the jungle.

Grave encounters

Our third day was

dedicated to visiting Dian

Fossey’s gravesite and what

remains of her old research

station, Karisoke. This

turned out to be quite a

strenuous trek again, but

was well worth it, especially

thanks to our tracker,

Francois, who used to work

with Dian Fossey,

researching the gorillas
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It was then time to trek back, but it had started raining and the black

mud grew deeper by the minute. We descended the mountain;

slipping and sliding down the slopes. We must have looked

very comical and I don’t think that I have ever laughed so much on a

trek in my life – it was like being a kid again!

Visiting the gorilla graveyard ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira

Paying respects at Dian Fossey’s gravesite ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira

A female gorilla’s grave (left); Jytte and Francois (right). Both images

©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira



The end of an adventure

Paying respects at Dian Fossey’s gravesite ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira

A female gorilla’s grave (left); Jytte and Francois (right). Both images

©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira



After all the excitement we rounded off our trip with a visit to

Akagera National Park, which is situated at a lower altitude than the

rest of the country and hosts one of the highest concentrations of

hippos in Africa. From there we then made our way to our final

destination, Lake Kivo, which is Rwanda’s largest lake and is 480

metres deep. Surrounded by mountains with irregular shores,

peninsulas and plenty of waterfalls, it is truly spectacular.

Towards the end of our stay, we hired a local to take us on a boat ride

and we ended up on Napoleon Island, which is a desolate home to a

large number of fruit bats feeding on the plentiful guava growing on

the island. It was an incredible experience when thousands of

http://www.jacislodges.co.za/accommodation/jacis-safari-lodge


squeaking bats filled the dusky skies above us.

On our return, we watched numerous local fishing boats leaving the

shores for the night. The men’s singing voices permeated the air as

they began their long night’s job under the African stars. Rwanda

was bidding me farewell in a grand way and I left the country with a

warm and fuzzy feeling. What a fascinating place – incredible people,

dramatic history, and awe-inspiring wildlife. Rwanda will leave no

one untouched. I will return…

Thousands of bats fill the night sky off the shores of Napoleon Island

©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira



Continue reading below the advert to find out additional

travel information to help you plan a trip

Best time to travel

The best time to head to Rwanda depends on many things, such as

Breakfast at dawn in Akagera National Park ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira
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personal interests and the reasons for travelling. One person’s best

time could be another’s worst depending on where you want to

visit, and Africa’s weather patterns are becoming increasingly

unpredictable.

Rwanda lies fractionally south of the equator, in the heart of Africa.

Its relatively high altitude offers a remarkably pleasant tropical

highland climate. Temperatures vary considerably between locations,

but very little from month to month in the same place. In the capital

of Kigali, the average daily temperature is about 21°C.

Rwanda’s long rainy season lasts from about March to May, when it

tends to rain considerably. Having said that though, I was there at

the end of March and we only had a few bursts of rain in over two

weeks. From June to mid-September is the long dry season, which is

generally the best time to visit for most people. From October to

November there is then a shorter rainy season, which is again

followed by a short dry season from December to February.

The mists of Nyungwe National Park ©Christian Boix



Health and safety

Healthy cascades on a waterfall trail in Nyungwe National Park

©Christian Boix



When it comes to safety, Rwanda is right at the top. There is a big

police presence and not once during my visit did I feel threatened in

any way, whether in a city or in the countryside. The laws are

stringent and crime statistics are low but, as always, general

precautions should still be taken to be on the safe side.

To travel to Rwanda you need to be vaccinated against yellow fever

and carry the certificate with you. There is a moderate chance of

malaria, and tsetse flies are prevalent in some areas at certain

periods, but they are generally not a problem in Kigali or in the

Virunga Mountains.

https://www.porini.com/special-offers/great-migration-offers/rhino-and-migration-safari/


Tap water tends to be drinkable in Kigali, but you may prefer to err

on the side of caution and purchase bottled water.

Trekking at high altitudes can be strenuous and, to alleviate some of

the side effects, I used Cellfood oxygen drops in my drinking water

when hiking, which worked brilliantly for me.

A traffic jam behind a herd of Ankole cattle ©Christian Boix



What to do in Rwanda

A trip to Rwanda doesn’t have to just focus on visiting the mountain

gorillas and golden monkeys in the Volcanoes National Park in the

Virunga Mountains. You can also pay a visit to Nyungwe National

Park, which hosts 13 primate species, 75 mammal species, 278 bird

species, and is one of the richest areas in Africa for endemic species.

Akagera National Park is also spectacular thanks to its lakes and

grasslands. Akagera has recently reintroduced lions into the park,

and birding is excellent thanks to more than 525 bird species.

Over and above the national parks, a visit to the genocide memorial

sites may be of interest. It may seem morbid but it is well worth a

visit for a greater understanding of Rwanda’s history, culture and its

people. It is also worth visiting Lake Kivo, which is a popular area for

Rwandan boys carry pots on their heads ©Christian Boix



visitors wishing to swim, enjoy the beach or a take a boat trip to one

of the many islands.

Look out for the lions that have recently been reintroduced into Akagera

National Park ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira

Swim in the waters of Lake Kivo ©Jytte Fredholm Ferreira



How to get there

There are many good tour operators that will help you to organise

flights and accommodation to suit your requirements and budget.

Rwanda offers the chance to stay very economically in a small hotel

or backpackers, or in the utmost of comfort in a luxury lodge. US

Dollars are generally accepted at the larger tourist attractions and

some hotels, but the Rwandan Frank is used everywhere else.

For more information, contact Africa Geographic Travel and the

team will be happy to tailor a Rwandan adventure to meet your

wildest dreams. Consider combining your gorilla trekking experience

with a trip to the Democratic Republic of Congo to hike up Mount

Visit Nyungwe National Park, which hosts 13 species of primates! ©Jytte

Fredholm Ferreira
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Nyiragongo – a spectacular stratovolcano that hosts one of the

world’s largest lava lakes.

Continue reading below the advert to find out more about

this week’s author

About the author

Jytte Fredholm Ferreira is a

wildlife photographer, animal

communicator, travel writer, diver

and sailor, with a profound

passion for Africa and its

wildlife. She is deeply involved in

nature conservation and has won

the prestigious award from SKAL

International for media and

conservation. She hopes that her unique photographic perspective, as

well as her personal connection with animals, will convey their

http://africageographic.com/expeditions/climbing-mount-nyiragongo-mountain-gorilla-trekking-lake-kivu-extravaganza/
http://www.gunsandammunition.co.za/index.php/products/optics/spotting-scopes/leupold-kenai-30x-25-60x80-hd-kit-64305-detail


emotions and conjure the feeling for readers of being out in the wild.

 

As a naturalist and passionate conservationist, Jytte feels there is an

urgency to create a greater understanding, love and appreciation

between humans and nature. Otherwise she fears that our natural

world and its wonders will soon be lost.

 

Originally from Sweden, she now spends much of her time in the

bush on photographic expeditions and has travelled extensively in

Southern and Central Africa on her adventures. She recently started

offering photographic wildlife trips into the Sub-Saharan wilderness.

For more information, you can visit her website or send her a

message.
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Rwanda has become Africa’s mountain gorilla trekking mecca. And

this is understandably so, given that it offers visitors the most

organised but fun mountain gorilla tracking experience in East

Africa and the chance to traipse through some of the continent’s

Gallery: Rwanda Rising
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most pristine afro-montane forests! But Rwanda has a lot more to

offer than just Endangered mountain gorillas, and the country has

further enhanced its repertoire by making so many activities

accessible to the world.

   If you ever consider Rwanda as a destination, be sure to include

chimpanzee trekking in Cyamudongo and watching golden

monkeys in Volcanoes National Park on your itinerary. A trip to

Nyungwe Forest will also not go amiss, as this is where Africa’s

largest gatherings of Rwenzori pied colobus monkeys can be seen,

as well as the best Albertine Rift birding and some impressive

views of the forest from Africa’s highest canopy walkway.

   

Africa Geographic’s travel director and Wild Rwanda author,

Christian Boix, recently had the chance to return to his beloved

Rwanda, spend some time with a few mountain gorillas and other

primates, experience some of the latest lodging and activity

additions to the tourist circuit, and soak up a few days of

incredible birding at Nyungwe National Park. He even managed to

rediscover a frog that had not been recorded in Rwanda since

1952!! Enjoy this gallery to see some of the highlights from his trip.

   

Navigation: Click on the 'Next’ or ‘Back’ buttons above

each image to see the gallery.

   

And if tracking mountain gorillas, or exploring the natural

diversity wealth of Rwanda is high up on your bucket list, then

don’t hesitate to contact Africa Geographic Travel to organise your

trip to Rwanda.

http://www.lynxeds.com/product/wild-rwanda
http://africageographic.com/expeditions/gorilla-trekking-rwandas-volcanoes-national-park/
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A mountain gorilla poses for the camera ©Christian Boix
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An Endangered mountain gorilla gazes upwards ©Christian Boix
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A shoebill stare-off ©Christian Boix
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A Ruwenzori batis in Nyungwe Forest ©Christian Boix
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The rediscovered Bururi long-fingered frog that had not been recorded since 1952 ©Christian

Boix
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A confused looking chimp has a ponder ©Christian Boix

Gallery: Rwanda Rising

     

0 0

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-111/gallery-rwanda-rising/ag-mag-gallery/image/africa-geographic-travel-10/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-111/gallery-rwanda-rising/ag-mag-gallery/image/africa-geographic-travel-10/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-111/gallery-rwanda-rising/ag-mag-gallery/image/africa-geographic-travel-10/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/archive


◄ Back Next ◄
Picture 13 of 17

  

A male l'Hoests monkey crosses the road ©Christian Boix
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Intore dancers in Kinigi put on a show ©Christian Boix
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A Ruwenzori turaco in Nyungwe Forest ©Christian Boix
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A northern double-collared sunbird takes a break ©Christian Boix
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Subsistence farming in the countryside ©Christian Boix
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A mountain gorilla yawns ©Christian Boix
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