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“T
he thrill of trekking for mountain gorillas in the astonishingly

beautiful misty highlands of East Africa is not difficult to

explain. Quietly observing these gentle giants as they go

about their day is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for a

privileged few, and to be treasured beyond compare. If you

are lucky enough to exchange glances with one of the troop, you will become aware

of that narrow genetic gap between our two great ape species. The exchange of

recognition, of awareness, is obvious.

“This is not the heart-thumping primordial fear one experiences when a twitchy lion

gives you the stare, or that adrenaline rush when that cantankerous old buffalo bull

rises from the bluebush thicket and fixes you with his myopic angry glare. No, this is

different. This is gentle to-and-fro communication at a spiritual level.”

~ Simon Espley, CEO of Africa Geographic

CONSERVATION STATUS AND DISTRIBUTION

A recent survey produced the excellent news that the mountain gorilla population is

now estimated at 1,004 individuals, up from fewer than 900 individuals in 2010. This

‘Mark’, the dominant

silverback of the Nyakagezi

Group, takes some time out

in the Mgahinga Gorilla

National Park in Uganda ©

Bruce Miller

 



increase is due largely to the co-operation from communities that live near mountain

gorillas, NGOs that operate on the ground, and tourists, who pay in hard currency

for the privilege of trekking to see mountain gorillas.

Mountain gorillas are found in two populations in Africa:

1. An estimated 604 individuals in the Virunga Massif – which includes Volcanoes

National Park (Rwanda), Virunga National Park (DR Congo) and Mgahinga

National Park (Uganda);

2. An estimated 400 individuals in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park (Uganda).

As a result of the above conservation successes, the mountain gorilla was recently

reclassified in the IUCN Red List as ‘Endangered’ (facing a very high risk of

extinction), improved from its previous category of ‘Critically Endangered’ (facing

an extremely high risk of extinction).

MAJOR THREATS

Factors contributing negatively to mountain gorilla conservation status include

poaching for bushmeat, the continuing political instability of the DR Congo region

of the Virunga National Park, habitat loss/degradation, and the risk of disease

transmission by humans, domestic animals and livestock. There is a distinct possibility

that the subspecies could experience a 25% reduction in the next generation of 20

years. At time of writing, Virunga National Park is closed to tourists while security in

the area is stabilised, after two tourists were kidnapped before being safely returned.

 



HABITAT LOSS

The primary threat to mountain goril las comes from forest clearance and

degradation, as the region’s growing human population struggles to eke out a living.

Conversion of land for agriculture and competition for limited natural resources such

as firewood lead to varying degrees of deforestation. In addition, the harvesting of

charcoal – as a fuel source in cooking and heating – has also destroyed gorilla habitat.

DISEASE

Gorillas are vulnerable to human diseases, and when coming into contact with

humans can pick up a variety of illnesses, from the common cold to Ebola, all of

which can prove fatal. As gorillas have not developed the necessary immunities, first

time exposure to an illness or virus that is relatively innocuous to humans may

devastate an entire population. However, studies have found that mountain gorillas

that are regularly habituated with researchers and tourists have survived better than

unvisited gorillas; they benefit from the greater protection available in those areas and

from regular monitoring. Increased survival is also largely due to better veterinary

care of sick and injured gorillas.

POACHING

The border between

Bwindi Impenetrable

National Park and

community land ©

Christian Boix

Gorilla trekking in

Bwindi Impenetrable

National Park ©

Andrea Galli

 



There is little to no direct targeting of mountain gorillas for bushmeat or the pet

trade, but they can be caught and harmed by snares set for other animals.

Read our story about Gorilla Doctors, a non-profit organisation made up of a dozen

or so local veterinarians in DR Congo, Rwanda, and Uganda, as well as a number of

international experts and the occasional volunteer. Their mandate is to monitor the

populations of mountain and Grauer’s gorillas – the two subspecies that live in the

Congo Basin – and, when the life or well-being of an individual gorilla or family

group is at stake, intervene.

CLASSIFICATION

There are two gorilla species – the eastern gorilla (Gorilla beringei) and the western

gorilla (Gorilla gorilla).

There are two subspecies of the eastern gorilla, namely the mountain gorilla (Gorilla

beringei beringei) ;  and the eastern lowland/Grauer ’ s  gori l la  (Gorilla beringei

graueri). There are two subspecies of the western gorilla, namely the western lowland

gorilla (Gorilla gorilla gorilla); and the Cross River gorilla (Gorilla gorilla diehli).

For further detail about these four subspecies, read Get to Know the Gorillas.

A family portrait of the

Rugendo mountain gorilla

family in Virunga National

Park in the DR Congo ©

Bobby-Jo Photography

 



Clockwise from left: The magnificent silverback, Giraneza, yawning in Rwanda’s

Volcanoes National Park. Giraneza passed away in 2017, it is believed that his untimely

death was a result of an illness © Nelis Wolmarans; 2) A hungry gorilla baby feeds in

Bwindi Impenetrable National Park © Thorsten Hanewald; 3) A mountain gorilla’s foot,

in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park © M. Fromer Nature Photography

MORE ABOUT MOUNTAIN GORILLAS

Mountain gorillas live for 35 – 40 years in the wild, in troops with home ranges that

vary from three to 15 km². They typically move only about 500 metres per day, due

to the mountainous terrain and readily available food. Male mountain gorillas

typically weight 195 kg with an upright standing height of 168 cm. This compares to

females, at 100 kg and 140 cm. They live primarily on the ground, but will climb

sturdy trees in pursuit of food.

 



TROOP DYNAMICS

Mountain gorillas live in troops of up to 20 individuals, made up of one adult male

who is usually older than 12 years (often called a ‘silverback’ because of the silver fur

on his back), a few adult females and their offspring of various ages. Some troops will

have more than one mature male, but only one leader/alpha male. The subordinate

male (often called a ‘blackback’, and typically 8 – 12 years old) plays a backup role,

and will assume the leadership role if the silverback dies. Both males and females tend

to emigrate from their natal groups, with females leaving at an earlier age than males.

The silverback is the troop leader – making all the decisions, mediating conflicts,

determining the movements of the group between feeding and resting/sleeping sites

and taking responsibility for the safety and well-being of the troop. The bond that a

silverback has with his females forms the core of gorilla social life. Females seek

relationships with males, for mating rights and for protection against predators

(primarily leopards) and outside males (which may kill young gorillas). If a mother

dies or leaves the group, the silverback will often look after her abandoned offspring.

Experienced silverbacks are known to remove poachers’ snares from the hands or feet

of their group members.

Read an article here about how, according to research, gorilla males who babysit

have greater reproduction success 

 



Clockwise from left: A mountain gorilla infant in Virunga National Park © Bobby-Jo

Photography; 2) A dominant silverback © Christian Boix; 3) The Ruhija area in Bwindi

Impenetrable National Park – typical mountain gorilla habitat © Simon Espley; 4) A

gorilla from the Rushegura habituated gorilla group holds onto a stick in Bwindi Impenetrable

National Park © M. Fromer Nature Photography

Aggressive encounters between males and females in a troop are rare, but females can

act aggressively towards each other (particularly if not related). Conflicts are most

often resolved by threat displays intended to intimidate, including hooting, rising

onto the legs, throwing of sticks and leaves, chest-beating, kicking with one leg,

sideways running on all fours and thumping the ground with the palms.

Rival silverbacks from different troops have been known to kill each other during

territorial battles, where they use their huge canines as effective weapons. When a

silverback dies, his position in the group may be taken over by one of the younger

group males, failing which a new silverback may join the group, often killing all of

the infants of the dead silverback.

NESTS

Mountain gorillas make nests on the ground, for daytime resting and for sleeping at

night. The nests are made of a loose pile of branches and leaves. Babies sleep with

their mothers, and start building their own nests when they are about three years old.

 



FOOD

Mountain gorillas are vegetarian, eating

leaves, stems, pith, and shoots, with fruit

making up a small part of their diet. Protein

in the form of insects and grubs makes up

about 3% of the diet.

REPRODUCTION

Mountain gorillas mate year-round, once

they reach sexual maturity, which is at the

age of 10 to 12 years for females and 11 to 13

years for males. The gestation period lasts

8.5 months, and females can give birth every

four years.

Baby mountain gorillas are, like humans,

vulnerable and dependent on their mothers

for survival. Male gorillas are not active in caring for the young (unless the mother

dies), but they do play a role in socialising them to other youngsters and protecting

them from aggression within the group. Infants remain in contact with their mothers

for the first five months, sleeping in the same nest and suckling at least once per hour

during that time. After five months, infants start moving away from their mothers,

gradually gaining independence. By the third year, juveniles are weaned and sleeping

in separate nests to their mothers.

COMMUNICATION

Mountain gorillas use a variety of distinct vocalisations to communicate within their

densely-forested home. These include grunts and barks while travelling, to screams

and roars to signal alarm or warning and rumbling belches of contentment during

feeding and resting periods.

FINAL WORD

A baby mountain

gorilla tugs playfully at

a shoe lace in

Bwindi Impenetrable

National Park ©

Andrea Galli

 



There is an uncomfortable paradox playing itself out in the mountain gorilla

conservation space, which is the role that humans play on both sides of the equation.

On the one hand humans pose the greatest threat to gorillas, and, at the same time,

humans represent the most viable conservation solution.

Mountain gorilla populations are now slowly trickling upwards, thanks to the

dedicated work of so many passionate people on the ground – from locals who live

amongst these gentle giants, to government conservation agencies, researchers, non-

profit entities and paying tourists. Let’s savour this rare victory in the ongoing war to

keep Earth’s charismatic species, in fact all species, safe from extinction.

TREK FOR GORILLAS AND CHIMPS WITH AFRICA GEOGRAPHIC

Trekking for highland and lowland gorillas, chimpanzees and other primates such as

golden monkeys is a bucket list adventure for most wildlife lovers. We offer a range

of ready-made primate safaris, and can also tailor-make one just for you, based on

your expectations. Have a look at our ready-made gorilla, chimp and other primate

safaris here, or contact an Africa Geographic safari consultant to plan your dream

safari.

Travel in Africa is about knowing when and where to go, and with whom. A few weeks too

early / late and a few kilometres off course and you could miss the greatest show on Earth.

And wouldn’t that be a pity? 

A mother and baby

mountain gorilla rest in

Volcanoes National Park ©

Regi Popelier

 



ALSO IN THIS WEEK’S ISSUE

Gallery: Mara Magic

“Having travelled to many other parts of

A f r i c a  a n d  w o r l d w i d e  t o  v i e w  a n d

photograph wildlife, it has always been a

dream to one day take a trip to the Maasai

Mara National Reserve in Kenya, one of our

‘bucket list’ priorities. The Maasai Mara National Reserve is a wildlife paradise with

abundant game, birds, predators, and vast plains and vistas for photographing

everything from fauna and flora to magnificent landscape scenes, as well as spectacular

sunrises and sunsets – a photographer’s ultimate all-round destination.”

SEE THE GALLERY HERE

 

Sign up to get our magazine stories

and most popular blog posts every week
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H
aving travelled to many other parts of Africa and worldwide to

view and photograph wildlife, it has always been a dream to one

day take a trip to the Maasai Mara National Reserve in Kenya, one

of our ‘bucket list’ priorities. That dream came true when my wife

and I embarked on this trip in September this year which we

booked and arranged through Africa Geographic. In retrospect we found that the

service and support in arranging the itinerary, flights and transfers between

Johannesburg, Nairobi and the reserve, and our stay at the Sentinel Mara Camp on

the banks of the Mara River was superb!

The Maasai Mara National Reserve is a wildlife paradise with abundant game, birds,

predators, and vast plains and vistas for photographing everything from fauna and

flora to magnificent landscape scenes, as well as spectacular sunrises and sunsets – a

photographer’s ultimate all-round destination.

This leopard female had been out on the plains and was returning to her cub waiting

in the more secure dense bush. She waited for the safari vehicles to move away and

make a gap for her to move through. We were very impressed with the park rangers’

presence and supervision in getting the vehicles to make sufficient space for her to get

through and reunite with her cub.

Female leopard © Gavin

Duffy

 



Elephants were more commonly seen in the marshy, wet areas on the plains or in the

forest areas.

We spotted this lioness out on the plains stalking some zebras. She was very well

Herd of elephants © Gavin

Duffy

Lioness stalking prey ©

Gavin Duffy

 



camouflaged in the long grass, but I managed to get a brief glimpse and a photo of

her moving through the grass. We watched her unsuccessful, but quite spectacular,

charge from a distance.

We were fortunate to see many birds on this trip, which included a variety of raptors,

like this brown snake eagle, and colourful local birds endemic to this area. More than

470 species of birds are found in the Maasai Mara, including seasonal migrants.

Brown snake eagle © Gavin

Duffy

 



Every day in the Mara was a unique experience. On some days we would leave camp

before sunrise and return later that morning, whilst on other days we would head out

a bit later and stay out for the entire day, depending on the agenda. The packed

breakfasts and lunches provided were lovely, and we all found it quite special to stop

out in the reserve at a specific venue or sighting for our refreshment break.

Having lunch on the plains

© Gavin Duffy

 



After consuming a sizeable portion of a wildebeest, these lionesses moved off to a

nearby stream to quench their thirst. Both of them looked to be in prime condition

and were very aware of our presence while drinking.

This group of zebras appeared to be very nervous as there was a lioness in the

vicinity. While we were watching them a small bird suddenly flew up out of the grass

and startled the zebras into backing up rather quickly.

Pair of lionesses having a

post-meal drink © Gavin

Duffy

Zebra startled by a bird ©

Gavin Duffy  



These magnificent birds were mainly seen in groups – a male with one or two females

in open grassland. The grey crowned crane, along with the black crowned crane are

the only two crane species capable of nesting in trees. The birds generally mate for

life and may live up to 22 years in the wild.

Jonathan, our Maasai guide, was superb in terms of local knowledge of the fauna,

flora, the reserve, and his people and culture. We were also fortunate to have Geoff

Grey crowned crane pair ©

Gavin Duffy

Sundowners while waiting

for sunset © Gavin Duffy

 



and Suzanne from Canada on our safari vehicle. They are both well-travelled avid

birders with superior expertise in this field. The presence and interaction with these

experts enhanced our trip immensely, having both learned and shared respective

experiences, which have now culminated into ongoing mutual friendships.

One of the many highlights of the trip was having sundowners out on the plains, or

next to a river while watching the sunset with this group of lovely people. Nothing

better than good company accompanied by chilled refreshments and beautiful

scenery.

The predator sightings were magnificent! We witnessed two different cheetah kills,

lionesses on a wildebeest kill, a number of lion prides interacting with their cubs, lone

male lions, as well as jackal, hyena and serval sightings.

One day we came across a young lion cub on her own walking down a game path

calling for her mother. We followed her for some time until we heard the mother

calling. It didn’t take long for the cub to be found and reunited with her mother and

sibling, making it quite a special moment and sighting for us.

Lioness and cub reunited ©

Gavin Duffy

 



These vigilant buffalo bulls were usually seen on the fringes of the grazing herds, and

were continuously on the watch for impending danger from predators.

Sentinels of migrating

buffalo herd © Gavin Duffy

 



We watched this pair of lions for quite some time while they went through the rituals

of courtship. The male lion moved off occasionally to mark his territory and then

returned to the lioness who wanted to rest and repeatedly rejected his overtures.

We were fortunate to see a serval on two occasions. Servals are small wild cats that

have long legs, long necks and thin bodies, and have been given the nickname ‘giraffe

cat’. Their large ears help them to listen for potential prey such as insects, frogs, birds

and rodents.

Courting pair of lions ©

Gavin Duffy

Serval © Gavin Duffy

 



The juvenile fiscal shrike is found through most of sub-Saharan Africa. It is also

known as the ‘butcher bird’ or ‘Jacky Hangman’ due to its characteristic behaviour of

impaling its prey on thorns, branches or barbed wire. The prey is stored in this way

for consuming later. The adults have a distinctive black and white plumage, whereas

the juveniles have a greyish-brown colouring.

This sighting of the cheetah mother and cubs proved to be one of the highlights of

our trip! We followed this cheetah and her three cubs from a long way off to a resting

place on a termite mound to observe potential prey. We watched her stalk and hunt a

gazelle on two occasions without success, and then return back to the waiting cubs to

recover and rest.

Juvenile fiscal shrike ©

Gavin Duffy

Cheetah mother and cubs on

a termite hill looking for

potential prey © Gavin Duffy

 



However, it wasn’t long before we saw another cheetah on a successful hunt. It

stalked, charged and took down this gazelle calf right in front of our eyes, all in a

matter of seconds from time of chase to walking off to a secure place to consume the

prey.

Cheetah with gazelle kill ©

Gavin Duffy

 



Watching the wildebeests and zebras crossing the Mara River was such a unique

experience! The natural instinct to cross the river is present irrespective of the danger

awaiting these amazing animals. The fortunate make it across, but many die trying.

These crossings can turn into quite a frenetic spectacle where the animals attempt the

crossing in the shallow water and rapids, while the crocodiles wait below the rapids

downstream to catch those animals that slip or fall into the deeper water.

Mara River crossing

casualties © Gavin Duffy

Zebra and wildebeest cross

the Mara River © Gavin

Duffy

 



This wildebeest herd had taken a rest from migrating and many calves were seen

resting, always surrounded by protective adults.

Zebras were also part of the river crossing drama and we watched many zebra foals,

wide eyes with fear, swimming close to their mothers who attempted to guide them

to safety.

A wildebeest calf rests

amongst the herd © Gavin

Duffy

A zebra attempts to guide

and protect its young foal

while crossing the Mara

River © Gavin Duffy

 



Unfortunately some animals do not make it across the river alive, and these two Nile

crocodiles were spotted on the banks of the Mara River tussling for a zebra head.

Back to the other fantastic sightings: This young spotted hyena pup emerged from a

culvert under the road as we were passing by. The pup appeared to be waiting for the

return of the clan and sustenance from its mother.

Unfortunately some animals

do not make it across the

river alive © Gavin Duffy

Hyena pup outside den ©

Gavin Duffy

 



The violet-backed starling, also known as the plum-coloured starling, is one of the

smallest in the starling (Sturnidar) family group, which includes starlings, mynahs and

oxpeckers. It is really quite a striking bird!

Violet-backed starling ©

Gavin Duffy

 



Our accommodation was at the Sentinel Mara Camp, a non-permanent tented safari

camp set up each season in a forest along the banks of the Mara River. It had well-

appointed colonial-style décor, with a central dining area for meals, three relaxation

areas with internet access, charging facilities and reading material. The camp was

superbly managed by Minnie, and her very capable staff.

The camp has seven fully-serviced luxury tents, positioned under large trees with

excellent views of the Mara River. Each tent has en-suite toilet and shower facilities.

Each tent is positioned to provide privacy and superb views of the Mara River.

Resident hippo pods were present with an abundance of birdlife and early morning

song. This lodge has been specifically designed to be eco-friendly, with solar power

and waste recycling a prime focus area.

Sentinel Mara Camp dining

area © Gavin Duffy

The accommodation at

Sentinel Mara Camp ©

Gavin Duffy

 



A world-renowned British wildlife photographer once said to me that “the Maasai

Mara is not just about the migration and river crossings, but a whole lot more, even if

you don’t see any crossings – you will come away deeply satisfied with your

experience”.

We have come home from this trip enthralled by the unique beauty, the abundance

of wildlife, the Maasai people and culture, the service and accommodation, and many

great memories and new friendships. A unique once-in-a-lifetime experience.

View of the Mara River from

the tent © Gavin Duffy

 



 

TRAVEL TO KENYA WITH AFRICA GEOGRAPHIC

Take a look at our Kenyan safaris on offer:

• Maasai Mara Specialist Photographic

Safari (9 days)

• Maasai Mara Secret Season (6 days)

• Walking with Giants in Tsavo (13 days)

• Maasai Mara Migration Season Safari (7

days)

Travel in Africa is about knowing when and

where to go, and with whom. A few weeks too

early / late and a few kilometres off course and

you could miss the greatest show on Earth. And

wouldn’t that be a pity? Search for your ideal

safari here, or contact an Africa Geographic safari

consultant to plan your dream vacation.

ABOUT GAVIN DUFFY

Gavin Duffy i s  an amateur travel  and

w i l d l i f e  p h o t o g r a p h e r  b a s e d  i n

Johannesburg, South Africa.

After retiring from an International brewing

company  Gav in  rev ived  h i s  l ove  fo r

photography as one of his main pastimes.

He, and his wife Rita, have travelled to a number of locations on photographic safaris

and expeditions – including the Arctic, Norway and the Northern Lights, China,

Vietnam and Cambodia, Alaska, Europe, Africa and many locations in their home

country of South Africa.

Gavin is a member of the board of Examiners at the Institute of Brewing and

Distil ling in London, and a silver member of the Nikonians International

Photographic Community.

ALSO IN THIS WEEK’S ISSUE

Story: The Mountain Gorilla – Gentle

Giants of the Forest

“The thrill of trekking for mountain gorillas

Geoff and Gavin with

Jonathan, our Maasai guide
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in  the  a s ton i sh ing ly  beau t i fu l  mi s ty

highlands of East Africa is not difficult to

explain. Quietly observing these gentle

giants as they go about their day is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for a privileged

few, and to be treasured beyond compare. If you are lucky enough to exchange

glances with one of the troop, you will become aware of that narrow genetic gap

between our two great ape species. The exchange of recognition, of awareness, is

obvious.”

READ THE STORY HERE
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