
Issue 189

09 Feb 2018
In This Issue ▼

Publisher & safari company Wildlife . People . Travel

A HIKE TO THE CENTRE OF

THE EARTH

Africa Geographic

javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);


R

by

Björn Persson

Friday, 9 February 2018

     

umour has it that Mount Nyiragongo, home to

the largest lava lake in the world, is said to attract only

a small number of ballsy travellers who are looking for

an extraordinary, out of this world adventure. It’s not

an all-inclusive, everyday charter destination, so I

suppose it does help to be a little nuts to attempt a hike to the

summit.

Which is exactly why I was there, in the Virunga National Park in the

Democratic Republic of Congo, getting ready to set out to explore the

most fascinating natural wonder of the world. I was embarking on a

(relatively) safe and almost spiritual adventure to what some refer to

as the ‘gates of hell’, and was certain I would be creating memories

that would stay with me for a lifetime.



GEARING UP FOR AN ADVENTURE OF A LIFETIME

The adventure of a lifetime was about to begin, but the welcome sign

didn’t feel all that inviting. I checked my backpack for the 87th time

and took a moment to reflect:  I was about to climb one of the

world’s most beautiful and active volcanoes. Chills went down my

spine. Had I completely lost my mind?

The largest lava lake in the world awaits © Björn Persson
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Once I had met up with the group I was hiking with I started to relax.

Everyone seemed pretty cool. I had a chat with a few Russians not

looking the least concerned – like we were about to go for a Sunday

stroll in the park – and I soon realised that thankfully I wasn’t the

oldest guy in this kamikaze crew. But then I had a closer look at their

gear: very expensive-looking wind jackets, barometer watches and all

sorts of high-tech survival gear. I looked down at my old crumbling

boots. Was I really ready for this?

I looked up at the volcano but it was hidden by the clouds. Maybe

that was a good thing. Seeing its glowing, Mordor-like peak before

the hike might give me second thoughts. I handed my permit to a

member of staff in the office and found myself chatting with

three other guys from the group, some seasoned Americans working

with humanitarian aid in other parts of Africa. In other words, not

your regular charter tourists.

A sign to help prepare those for the journey ahead © Björn Persson
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There were about 12 of us in the group. We were coming from all

parts of the world, and we were all driven here by that same lust for

adventure. Our guide started to explain the rules: “Stay together.

Drink a lot of water. Walk slowly. All fine”. Until now, everything

sounded just like the information I had got on other, regular hikes.

But what about the military guy with the Kalashnikov next to him?

What was he doing here? I decided not to over-analyse it. I had

already left my brain at the hotel.

From this point, there was no turning back.

The group listening to important safety instructions from the guide ©

Björn Persson
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AND OFF WE GO!

The first segment was a warm-up stage: just a 45-minute trek over

reasonably flat ground in the jungle. But the hike started at 2,000

metres, which my body found hard to acclimatise to. We made our

way through dense rainforest resembling scenes from Jurassic Park.

This seemed like the perfect time to chat to the people in the group,

to find out where we were all from and what the hell had brought us

to the Democratic Republic of Congo to climb an active volcano.

Everyone looked as fresh as spring roses and smiled for the camera –

but that was all about change.

https://flyairlink.com/llnp?utm_source=Africa%20Geo%20newsletter%20banner%20lodge%20link%20Nov%202017&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=Africa%20Geo%20newsletter%20banner%20lodge%20link%20Nov%202017#/connecting


After only about an hour it was time for the first break. It didn’t feel

necessary. My worries had been replaced with a false sense of

bravery. I was eager to push on. I hadn’t come halfway around the

world for a picnic and I was ready for adventure! Not tea and cookies.

But when I sat down, I collected my foolish thoughts. “Don’t get

cocky,” I told myself. That’s always a beginner’s mistake when

attempting to climb a mountain. I started chatting with a couple

from the Netherlands. Looking at their thin Converse sneakers and

blue jeans, I knew that if worse came to worst, I probably wouldn’t be

the first to go down.

The upward hike through the thick, muddy terrain begins © Björn Persson
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Clockwise from left: 1) The serene scenery acts as a backdrop to

the strenuous hike; 2) The group takes a much-needed break and

uses the time to get to know each other; 3) The steep incline and

thick, muddy terrain isn’t doing us any favours. All photos © Björn

Persson
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We packed down our lunch packs and continued. We left the

rainforest behind and suddenly the lush landscape was replaced by

rocks and boulders. Back in 2002, Nyiragongo had erupted from its

flank, sending a two-metre high wave of lava down into the city of

Goma. We were now walking on that same ground where it had all

began.

After another two hours it was time for our second lunch break. We

were halfway there. We got some more bananas, peanuts and dry

cookies, and enjoyed the breathtaking views. Everyone was in a good

mood, chatting and taking pictures. But then I turned around. Dark

clouds came rolling in over the volcano. Rain was on its way, and I

http://wildshotsafari.com/en/home/


knew there was not going to be a warm, 5-star hotel waiting for us at

the top.

Reenergised with fresh coffee we pushed on. But the second segment

was a real slog – it was the longest part of the hike, far steeper than

the stages we’d encountered before. We were gaining altitude rapidly

now, taking huge steps continually upwards with little time for rest.

Some of the guys who had initially hiked up the trail like Olympian

gold medallists now looked like a bunch of panting seniors in need of

their walkers. I kept looking up at the big, black clouds building up.

You didn’t need to be a meteorologist to understand we were heading

towards trouble.

I was starting to push myself really hard now, and even though I was

exhausted, the views just got better and better and I made several

stops just to enjoy the stunning valley below. I almost had to pinch

my arm – I was getting closer and closer to one of the world’s most

active volcanoes and it wasn’t a dream. The thrilling sense of

adventure overtook the pain in my legs. But just as I got my positive

energy back, I felt a rain drop hit my head.



Rain. Just what we needed after four hours of fighting the elements.

In a few minutes the sky totally opened up. My feet were swimming

in my soaking wet boots and each step made a loud, slurping sound. I

looked around but could hardly see the guys in front of me. The rain

even got through my ‘waterproof’ poncho. Nobody said a single word

as we continued with the remaining 60-minute hike to the summit. I

knew I could make it – not even the volcano having a full eruption

was going to stop me now.

As the skies cleared up our good spirits returned, but now we could

really feel the altitude. Breathless at 3,350 metres high, an

unbelievably steep climb was stretching in front of us to the top.

The rain began to pelt down – as if this hike wasn’t physically draining already! © Björn Persson

http://bjornpersson.nu/
http://bjornpersson.nu/


There wasn’t much of a path to follow any longer, just a side of a

volcano to scale, choosing whichever route that made the most sense;

none of them any easier than the other. Up we climbed, some of us

on our hands and knees, all of us taking it slow and steady, the smell

of sulphur now beginning to penetrate our nostrils.

Just before reaching the top, we stopped at a small cabin to change

clothes and get ready for the final walk to the summit. Our aching

bodies were steaming in the cool air and we shared the last of the dry

cookies. I couldn’t forgive myself for not having followed the packing

advice: Don’t forget to bring a second pair of dry shoes. Luckily, I

found two plastic bags and wrapped them around my feet. Desperate

times call for desperate measures.

The last part was all about determination and focus. I didn’t care

about having the world’s best view behind me. And I completely

A member of the DRC military accompanied the group to ensure our

safety © Björn Persson
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ignored the fact that I was almost at the top of a volcano that only a

decade ago had destroyed a whole village and put over 400,000

people on the run. The only thing I was thinking about was how to

put the next foot in front of the other.

But with only about thirty metres left to the rim, my head was getting

even more messed up – I could hear the ocean. Seconds later, I

realised it wasn’t waves. It was the sound of the fierce, rolling lava.

REACHING THE SUMMIT

There are some things you never forget. Like your wedding day (for

good or worse) or when your team won that big championship. For

me, seeing Nyiragongo’s crater lake was one of those moments. It

was like watching an IMAX movie. I’d spent so much time planning

for the adventure that now that I was finally here, it didn’t feel real. I

was so in awe that I had to keep blinking to prove to myself this

wasn’t a dream. I sat down on a nearby rock, inhaling the fumes,

watching the sunset, and thinking to myself that this would be

something I’d still remember on my 90th birthday.

http://travel.africageographic.com/safaris/moremi-magic-mobile-tented-safari/


“General Nyiragongo,” my guide said and smiled. “Because when he

comes, everyone runs.”

But when looking down at the lava lake I didn’t feel any fear. Just

pure, bubbling joy. I started to think about what my friends were

doing. Most of them were probably at work right now, or stuck in

traffic. Here I was, in the middle of the planet staring down into the

‘gates of hell’. It was like time had stood still here. Like we had been

transported to this wonderfully weird place in time machines, back to

a pre-historic era when dinosaurs roamed the planet and the

continents were still taking shape. A couple of times I looked around

What a sight! All the hard work has paid off. This is truly a sight that will be etched in my memory

forever © Björn Persson
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just to make sure there wasn’t a T-Rex sneaking up behind my back.

Remember when you were a little kid? When playing in the sandbox

was a great adventure and everything you saw or did was a great,

first-time wonder? That’s how we all felt up there. There is no better

feeling than a new, overwhelming experience. As we get older, hardly

nothing ever surprises us. Been there, done that. But when

seeing Nyiragongo with your own eyes, you turn into a little kid

in Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory. The only difference being the

chocolate is 900° Celsius hot lava, and the factory is a 3,470 metre-

high volcano.

LIVING ON THE EDGE

As we sat and drank hot cups of coffee together, we discussed

whether you’d feel any pain if you were to fall into the sea of lava or

whether you’d be obliterated in an instant. We spoke about how this

was one of the coolest things we’d ever seen, and shared stories of

other amazing places we’d travelled to around the world. Everyone

agreed that few things matched up to this one.

We sat there enjoying the view as it changed every minute, and as the

evening turned to night we found the lava got so bright you were

tempted to wear your shades. Funnily enough, the volcano suddenly

reminded me of one giant barbecue fire – the only thing we were

missing were some sticks and hot dogs. As the winds calmed down,



you could feel the comforting heat from the fiery turmoil. I looked

around and everyone looked like they were meditating. I think

everyone would have agreed that this was one of the best coffee

breaks in their lives.

 

 

 

Clockwise from top left: 1) A few of the group members taking
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in the wonders of the volcano – not too much space is there! 2)

Relaxation time. A hot cup of coffee and some delicious food; 3)

Literally living on the edge – what an experience! All photos ©

Björn Persson

Getting a closer look, the lava almost seemed to cannibalise itself as

pockets of fire engulfed new areas. It really looked like what one

could imagine the entrance to hell to be like, or a graphic, abstract

painting with its distinct orange patterns. After a warm dinner of rice

and beef stew, we sat at the crater’s edge and passed around bottles

of the local beer.

Part of me considered sitting up on the rim for the night, shivering

while watching the lava crash like ocean waves against the crater’s

walls. Part of me knew I’d regret not making the most of my time in

such a special place, but I also knew that I had a long climb back

down the following morning, and I needed to get some rest.

http://travel.africageographic.com/safaris/7-day-maasai-mara-safari/


A thick mist gave the next morning an illusion of calm. The descent

was much tougher than I had imagined. The four-hour hike was

punctuated by yelps and the sound of sliding rocks. The first section

was the toughest of the day. It was the steepest part of the hike and

consisted of loose lava rocks that fell away as soon as you attempted

to transfer any weight to them.

Taking deep breaths, I hovered a tentative foot down, windmilling

my arms in wide circles as I tested every rock with my toes. There

was little way of knowing which ones would tumble away until it was

too late and you were tumbling down with them.

When finally reaching back to the base camp it all felt like one big

dream. And it sure was. One big dream that finally had come true.

An iconic photo of the accommodation perched on the rim of the crater ©

Björn Persson
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HIKE MOUNT NYIRAGONGO AND THEN TREK FOR MOUNTAIN

GORILLAS

WITH AFRICA GEOGRAPHIC

Click here to see our bucket-list safari: Climbing Mount

Nyiragongo and mountain gorilla trekking!

Travel in Africa is about knowing when and where to go,

and with whom. A few weeks too early or late and a few

Lava bubbles and smoke bellows in this perpetual inferno. It is of a low viscosity and therefore flows

quickly © Björn Persson
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kilometres off course and you could miss the greatest

show on Earth. And wouldn’t that be a pity? Contact

an Africa Geographic safari consultant to plan your

dream vacation.

With special thanks to:

Ossy Kabbatende and Emmanuel Werabe – Access Rwanda Safaris

Karin Sieberhagen and Daniel Sambai – Kigali Serena and Kivu

Serena Hotels

Wilderness Safaris – Bisate Lodge

Isabelle Gikundiro  – Mountain Gorilla View Lodge

Martin Chege – Flame Tree Village

Kevin Siri and Julie Williams – Parc National des Virunga

Virunga Foundation

And all the hotels and camps staff, drivers, rangers, trackers and

porters whose invaluable contribution made possible this incredible

experience.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Björn Persson is a photographer and travel writer who’s been to over

20 African countries. His favourite destination is Kenya, but the
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Nyiragongo hike was one of his most memorable adventures. Besides

being an avid traveller, Björn also has a degree in wildlife

conservation and uses his photos as a weapon against poaching.

Later this year, he will release his new wildlife photography

book, The Real Owners of the Planet. A big part of the profit will go

to wildlife conservation.

     

Sign up to get our magazine stories

and most popular blog posts every week
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The Africa Geographic Photographer of the Year 2018

competition, brought to you by Land Rover South Africa, with

stunning prizes from Canon South Africa and Tanda Tula, is now

open for submissions and we have received some incredible photos

so far.
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The overall winner of the competition will receive a Canon EOS 7D

Mark II with a 18-135mm IS USM lens. In addition, the overall

winner, first runner-up, and second runner-up (along with their

partners), will experience the ultimate photographic safari at

Tanda Tula Field Camp, located in the heart of the Timbavati

Private Nature Reserve.

 

The most popular entries on Facebook, Instagram, and our

Website will receive a copy of our 2018 Yearbook – a stunning

selection of the past year’s greatest photography from around

Africa. In addition, five commendable finalists will also receive a

2018 Yearbook.

 

The following gallery showcases this week’s Weekly Selection. Get

your entries in now and join us in celebrating Africa! Click here for

more details.
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"Earth is aflame" at Ntwetwe Pan in Makgadikgadi Pans, Botswana © Callum Evans
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Staring into the eyes of an endangered African wild dog in Imfolozi Game Reserve, South Africa

© Chantelle Melzer
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"Baobab night sky" at Kubu Island in Makgadikgadi Pans National Park, Botswana © Dirk Theron
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"Badger charge" – a honey badger charges an oryx in Etosha National Park, Namibia © Dirk

Theron
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"Starry night with heated seats" in Desolation Valley along the Huab River, Namibia © Denis

Roschlau
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Zebras and giraffes in Etosha National Park, Namibia © Andrea Galli
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Muhacaona mother and child in Epupa, Namibia © Ben McRae

(Instagram/benmcraephotography)
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Exploring the wild in Africa's oldest desert in Sossusvlei, Namib Desert, Namibia © Maurice

Schutgens
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"Enjoying the storm" in Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, South Africa © Linda Oteri

Photographer of the Year 2018 Weekly Selection: Week 10

Issue 189

09 Feb 2018
In This Issue ▼

Publisher & safari company Wildlife . People . Travel

javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-189/photographer-year-2018-weekly-selection-week-10/ag-mag-gallery/image/airlink-2000x575-lion-2-5/
http://bs.serving-sys.com/serving/adServer.bs?cn=trd&mc=click&pli=23129104&PluID=0&ord=[timestamp]


Picture 20 of 25

Sunset in South Luangwa National Park, Zambia © Andrea Galli
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A critically endangered Ethiopian wolf cuddles up with her pups in the Bale Mountains National

Park, Ethiopia © Robin Biswas
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"Perched in the wind" – a southern ground-hornbill's feathers are ruffled by the breeze in

Kruger National Park, South Africa © Chantelle Melzer
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"Giant footprint" in Etosha National Park, Namibia © Annemarie du Plessis
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"Dramatic rain" in Etosha National Park, Namibia © Denis Roschlau
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"Feeding on leftovers" – a lioness walks with a piece of leftover elephant carcass in South

Luangwa National Park, Zambia © Manuel Alexander Graf
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"Joyful Etosha thirst" in Etosha National Park, Namibia © Annemarie du Plessis
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Celebrating the wide open spaces of Africa in the shadow of Mount Ololokwe, Samburu

National Reserve, Kenya © Jorien Schuurmans
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A young lion bravely plunges across a fast flowing stream in Maasai Mara National Reserve,

Kenya © Diana Knight
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"Buffalo dust" in Mana Pools National Park, Zimbabwe © Andrea Galli
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Picture 14 of 25

"Creepy crawlies" – an armoured ground cricket in Nxai Pan National Park, Botswana © Dirk

Theron
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Sailors wait for a storm to clear along the eastern coast of Zanzibar © Johan J. Botha
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