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t was in the early 2000s when my father started seriously

talking about gorilla trekking as one of his bucket-list

adventures. But it would take another 16 years of reading,

research, and reluctance before it would finally become a

reality. Finally, on the 1  of July 2017, my father, along with

my two brothers, sister-in-law and I set off from Cape Town

International Airport to Uganda for an incredible 16-day cross-

Uganda trip, arranged by Africa Geographic.

st



After touching down at Entebbe International Airport and clearing

customs, we were met by Bosco, our driver and tour leader, and

Gerald, our birding guide.

In total, our party was comprised of seven relatively fit and avid

lovers of the bush, eager for an adventure of a lifetime, and the

opportunity to spot, see, and rub shoulders with some of the rarest

wildlife on the planet.

A roadside market selling produce at Masaka en-route to Entebbe © Gerhard Pretorius



UGANDAN CULTURE

Uganda is landlocked with more than 15% of the country covered by

lakes. This leaves fairly little space for its 40 million people. As much

as 90% of the agriculture is subsistence farming, and driving through

the country you’ll see everyone from children to adults working the

land, growing bananas, coffee, tobacco, tea, ground nuts, cassava,

more bananas and other staple starches. You get the distinct sense

that they’re not doing it to make a living – they’re doing it to survive.

The Pretorius family with their driver/tour leader, and birding guide ©

Gerhard Pretorius



Every town has a bustling pavement economy which means you’re

never far from a local market, street-side butchery, pork joint, liquor

shops or bodabodas. Bodabodas is the nickname for the millions of

cheap Indian motorcycles used by East Africans to cross borders,

transport produce, and commute. Everywhere you go in Uganda

you’ll see them, but it’s predominantly men who drive them as in

some parts of the country women are discouraged from driving them

or, as our guide put it, simply not allowed to.

And amidst this organised chaos, people are warm, friendly and

seem content. You’re made to feel welcome and safe to freely wander

around.

A young man transports a load of thatch on a bicycle © Gerhard Pretorius



Clockwise from left: 1) An Indian motorcycle, known locally as a

bodaboda, ready to transport eggs in Buhoma; 2) An ankole cattle

farmer with a beaming, welcoming smile at Lake Albert; 3) A

butcher selling meat on the side of the road at Lake Mburo. All

photos © Gerhard Pretorius

SEARCHING FOR THE PREHISTORIC SHOEBILL

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-190/16-days-in-uganda-safari-travel/bodabodas-with-eggs-buhoma/#main


From day one we set off to see as many of Uganda’s 1,100 bird

species as possible and eventually we succeeded in ticking off just

over 400. But for the first and foremost on our list, we went wading

through the waters of the Mabamba swamps – roughly two hours

west of Entebbe – one of the world’s last remaining habitats for

shoebills.

The swamps are navigated with old wooden boats fitted with

outboard motors and oars (for when the boat inevitably gets stuck in

some of the shallow, overgrown canals). Each boat has a captain and

spotter who are in contact with the other boats via cell phones, trying

to locate the elusive species.

http://travel.africageographic.com/safaris/climbing-mount-nyiragongo-mountain-gorilla-trekking-virunga-np/


It took a little over two hours, but finally we got word that there was

a shoebill spotted about a 30 minutes’ ride away. The odds were slim,

but we took the chance and it paid off.

Whatever preconceptions you may have of seeing a shoebill up close

and in the wild, forget them. If you’re fortunate enough to find one

(many people travel from across the globe without any luck) you’re

hit by an overwhelming sense that this is a creature that’s distinctly

prehistoric. An animal that has laid claim to the slowly disappearing

environment it lives and breeds in far before we humans imposed.

It’s this dichotomy of awe and compassion that makes the moment

you see a shoebill one that will be with you forever.

After ticking off the shoebills, we headed north to the Masindi

District. It’s a long drive from Entebbe and even on a Sunday the

A beautiful portrait of a shoebill in the the Mabamba swamps © Gerhard

Pretorius



Kampala traffic can be a bumper-to-bumper nightmare. But once you

break through the city and hit the road, you get to take in the ever-

changing landscape and spend time with your guides, learning more

about the people and the country.

THE MIGHTY MURCHISON FALLS

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


The iconic Murchison Falls – the world’s most powerful waterfall © Gerhard Pretorius



The Masindi district is home to two of Uganda’s biggest attractions,

Murchison Falls and the Murchison Falls National Park.

Undoubtedly this is the main reason most visit the district, but it’s

also a wonderful place to see how many northern Ugandans make a

living.

The area in and around the Murchison Falls National Park has plenty

of accommodation, and staying on the banks of the River Nile is

definitely the way to go. A word of warning though – hippos often

roam through the camps when they come out to feed at night.

Other wildlife to spot in the park includes patas monkeys, Ugandan

kob, hartebeest, buffalo, elephant, the very rare Rothschild’s giraffe,

http://travel.africageographic.com/destination/uganda/murchison-falls-national-park/
http://wildshotsafari.com/en/home/


and lion. You can also drive along the banks of the Nile which offers

more birding opportunities.

Murchison Falls is not to be missed. It’s the world’s most powerful

waterfall where the White Nile is funnelled through a 7-metre wide

chasm, at a rate of 300 000 litres per second, and plummets 45

metres. It’s worth visiting the falls from the top (by road) and

booking a cruise to approach it from below as well to really get a

sense of its awesome power.

The Murchison Falls National Park is reached by crossing the Nile

with a ferry and best done early in the morning so as to avoid

queuing.



http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-190/16-days-in-uganda-safari-travel/murchison-falls-np-boat-cruise/#main


Clockwise from top left: 1) A boat cruise on the River Nile

provides great opportunities for bird and wildlife viewing; 2) The

rustic tented accommodation at the Murchison Falls National

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-190/16-days-in-uganda-safari-travel/murchison-falls/#main


Park; 3) A sensational portrait of a Ugandan kob – a species of

antelope that is endemic to sub-Saharan Africa; 4) At a rate

300,000 litres per second, there is no doubting Murchison Falls is

the world’s most powerful waterfall. All photos © Gerhard Pretorius

KIBALE’S CHIMPANZEES

Kibale National Park

is one of the best places to visit for chimpanzee tracking, and with

approximately 1,450 chimps in the forest, about 120 are habituated.

As ready as we were, we soon discovered that coming face to face with

a chimpanzee or mountain gorilla isn’t something you can ever really

be prepared for.

http://travel.africageographic.com/destination/uganda/kibale-national-park/
mailto:blackrhino@rainmakermarketing.co.za


It’s a lot like unexpectedly running into an old friend you haven’t

seen in years, or being startled by your own reflection. For a moment

you freeze as you try and make sense of it all. Simply put, it’s

impossible not to be moved.

We spent a full day with two different chimp groups. We saw elders

with grey beards, dominant alpha males, and females with newborn

babies. But we saw more than just wild animals. We saw intelligent

beings that use language, tools, and make a ‘home’ to sleep in come

dusk. We saw a society. We saw a family.

Photographing them made it even more evident. There’s everything

you’d find in a human face: emotion, thought, intelligence, and

something ineffable. It was more like taking photos of people than of

wildlife.

 



From left to right: 1) A portrait of a Kibale chimpanzee taking

some time out; 2) It’s impossible to deny the similarities between

chimpanzees and humans. The emotion behind their eyes is

astounding. All photos © Gerhard Pretorius

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-190/16-days-in-uganda-safari-travel/chimps-kigale3/#main
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-190/16-days-in-uganda-safari-travel/chimps-kigale2/#main


TRACKING BWINDI’S GORILLAS

Whether you set off on your gorilla trekking from Ruhija or Buhoma,

there’s no way of knowing how difficult your hike will be.

It’s down to luck. You could either be drenched in a torrential

downpour and hike for several hours up and down muddy slopes. Or,

as in our case, you could stay dry and have a short hike the one day,

and a long hike the next. One thing’s for certain, the Bwindi

Impenetrable National Park truly lives up to its name.

It’s one thing expecting to see a gorilla at eye level, but seeing a

220kg silverback perched 20 metres up a tree, breaking branches the

width of your arm as if they’re twigs; or a month-old gorilla play

aimlessly, but under the watchful eye of its mother – there are no

words. There’s just pure awe.

When it comes to photographing mountain gorillas, one of the

hardest things was deciding which individual to follow and focus on.

You simply don’t have enough time to capture all of them. In the end,

http://travel.africageographic.com/destination/uganda/bwindi-impenetrable-national-park/
http://travel.africageographic.com/destination/uganda/bwindi-impenetrable-national-park/
http://travel.africageographic.com/safaris/7-day-maasai-mara-safari/


whenever they were too far or too close, or moving too quickly for a

decent shot, the best thing to do was to just enjoy the moment. To

simply be with them and connect.

From left to right: 1) A young gorilla in the arms of its mother; 2)

The Pretorius family thoroughly enjoying their trek – truly an

experience of a lifetime. All photos © Gerhard Pretorius

LAKE MBURO AND BIRDING

Lake Mburo National Park seems to be suffering from low game

numbers due to poaching and as a result of the encroachment of

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-190/16-days-in-uganda-safari-travel/gorilla-ruhija3/#main
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-190/16-days-in-uganda-safari-travel/gorilla-ruhija2/#main


farmers on wildlife habitat. When we visited our guides told us only

one lone male lion remains in the area.

The park itself is home to leopard, zebra, giraffe, buffalo, and many

other antelope species. For birding, visiting Lake Mburo itself is a

definite must. Cruises during the early morning and late afternoon

magic hours get booked up quickly, so plan in advance.

Some of the highlights include the illusive African finfoot, and ample

opportunity to get up close with most of the common African

waterbirds and wildlife such as fish eagles, pied and malachite

kingfishers, monitor lizards, hippos, crocodiles, and more.

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-190/16-days-in-uganda-safari-travel/buffalo-lake-mburo/#main


Clockwise from left: 1) A gorgeous buffalo – one of Africa’s

famous Big 5; 2) A majestic zebra strolling through the park; 3) The

bright colours of the malachite kingfisher are absolutely entrancing.

All photos © Gerhard Pretorius;

TRAVEL WITH AFRICA GEOGRAPHIC

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

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

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 to Africa.

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


Born in Johannesburg, raised in Robertson, now living in Cape Town,

Gerhard Pretorius writes, films, and photographs many different

types of topics. He especially loves to travel and capture moments

that will last a lifetime.
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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. To

see the second gallery for this week's selection click

here: Weekly Selection Gallery 2

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

for more details.

 

http://www.tandatula.com/field-camp
https://www.facebook.com/Africa.Geographic/
http://instagram.com/africageo
https://africageographic.com/photographer-of-the-year/vote/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/photographer-year-2018-weekly-selection-week-11-gallery-2/
https://africageographic.com/photographer-of-the-year/entry-details/
https://africageographic.com/photographer-of-the-year/entry-details/
http://bs.serving-sys.com/serving/adServer.bs?cn=trd&mc=click&pli=23129104&PluID=0&ord=[timestamp]
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"Lioness in the rain" in Ndutu, Ngorongoro Conservation Area, Tanzania © Thorsten Hanewald
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"One last look" in Kibale National Park, Uganda © Mark Paul
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Picture 16 of 17

Close up of a mountain gorilla's hand in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, Uganda © Martin

Fromer
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A female cheetah in the last of the evening light in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya ©

Andy Howe
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Picture 4 of 17

A bearded vulture at Giants Castle, Drakensberg, South Africa © Gerbus Vermaak
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Three wild dogs attack a hyena that stole their kill in Savute, Chobe National Park, Botswana ©

Johan J. Botha
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"Glow" – campers gaze down on the lava lake of Mount Nyiragongo in Virunga National Park,

DR Congo © Greg Presto
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"Failed hunt" by a malachite kingfisher in Rietvlei Wetland Reserve, Cape Town, South Africa ©

Hennie Cilliers

Photographer of the Year 2018 Weekly Selection: Week 11: Gallery 1

Issue 190

16 Feb 2018
In This Issue ▼

Publisher & safari company Wildlife . People . Travel

javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
http://bs.serving-sys.com/serving/adServer.bs?cn=trd&mc=click&pli=23129104&PluID=0&ord=[timestamp]


Picture 12 of 17

A wasp at a water tap in Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, Botswana © Fanie Heymans
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Lioness and her cubs drinking in Zimanga Private Game Reserve, South Africa © Leon Fouche
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A Surma cattleman sitting between his cattle in Kibish, southern Ethiopia © Susan Greeff
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An African tiger snake on a tree in Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, Botswana © Fanie Heymans
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"The pillars of my world" in Madikwe Game Reserve, South Africa © Linda Oteri
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A mature bearded vulture that just landed on a rock in Giants Castle, Drakensberg, South

Africa © Johan J. Botha
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A juvenile bateleur sunbathing in Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, South Africa © Fanie Heymans
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A young Surma boy in Omo Delta, Ethiopia © Sepp Friedhuber
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A baby elephant with its mother in Addo Elephant National Park, South Africa © Fanie

Heymans
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"The big boss of the Talek River" in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya © Thorsten

Hanewald
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A lioness keeps an eye on things from a tree in Lake Nakuru National Park, Kenya © Kirti

Ranjan Nayak
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Startrail with quiver tree at Quiver Tree Forest, Keetmanshoop, southern Namibia © Henning

de Beer
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"Look carefully" – A lion cub stares at the camera through a buffalo carcass in Timbavati Private

Nature Reserve, South Africa © Bobby-Jo Vial
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Picture 11 of 16

Two white-necked ravens fighting over a bone at Giants Castle, Drakensberg, South Africa ©

Fanie Heymans
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Two lion brothers drinking in Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, South Africa © Fanie Heymans
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Picture 8 of 16

"Broken" – an elephant with a broken tusk in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya © Andy

Howe
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Picture 9 of 16

Up close of an elephant's foot in Madikwe Game Reserve, South Africa © Subi Sridharan
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