RWANDA 2008
by Audrey J. Lambert

Mike and I signed up with Road Scholar for our journey to visit Rwanda also known as the ‘Land of a Thousand Hills’.  Rwanda has five volcanoes, 23 lakes and numerous rivers.  The country lies west of the Indian Ocean and east of the Atlantic literally in the heart of Africa.  It is a small country about the size of Maryland.
Our flight from Detroit took us to New York where we met the rest of the group (10 total) that signed up for the Rwanda tour.  We all boarded Emirates airlines that was headed for our first stop, the Dubai airport.  Dubai is situated on the Persian Gulf coast in the northwest of the United Arab Emirates.  Mike explained to me that this area was the trading center for lots of countries in this part of the world.  This was not your ordinary airport but a truly duty free shopper's paradise.  Too early in my trip to indulge in shopping so I suppressed my urges to even look around.
We boarded our next flight to Nairobi, capital city of Kenya.  The Nairobi airport has lots of shops, mostly local crafts, nothing compared to Dubai.  We had to hang out here for awhile before departing on flight to Rwanda’s capital of Kigali where here we met our tour company Terra Incognita Ecotours led by a very nice and witty British chap named Gerard "Ged" Caddick and his three Ugandan drivers, Amon, Moses and Francis.  
Our accommodation in Kigali was the Kigali Serena Hotel.  This was a very nice hotel where Ged told us that one of the recent guest was Scarlett Joahansson.  She was in Rwanda to try and catch a glimpse of the mountain gorillas.  After dinner Mike and I took a stroll down the street in hopes of seeing some of the town and the many birds that were darting in the bushes.  We did see several birds, one was the funny mousebird.  When this bird lands on a branch it appears to be disorientated and stumbles around like it is drunk.  Large black-shouldered kites were perched in trees and pied crows were jumping around on the ground in the city park.  Groups of fruit bats were in several trees.
Kigali was our jump off point to our first designation Akagera National Park where we stayed at Akagera Lodge.  We drove to the park entrance our guides joined us for the game drive of the day.  We encountered some of the 13 species of mammals as well as more than 100 species of birds in this park.   We observed groups of cape buffalo, common duiker, bushbuck, eland, waterbuck, reedbuck, topi, impala, gazelle, zebra, mongoose, olive baboon, black-faced vervet monkey, black mamba, hippopotamus and giraffe.  We saw hornbill, african crowned eagle, african fish eagle, storks, ibis, egyptian goose, pied kingfisher, malachite kingfisher, weavers and many different sunbirds.  

We left the park and drove back to Kigali to visit one of the many Genocide Memorial’s in Rwanda where survivors shared with us their personal stories of survival, recovery and the rebuilding of hope.  On the grounds are garden areas where people can find quiet solitude to remember the people that died in Rwanda during the genocide of 1994.   Hundreds of thousands of people were killed over the course of 100 days from April 6 to July.  Bodies were found on the streets, country sides and in mass graves all over Rwanda.  The remains were gathered and brought to the many Genocide Memorials to be properly interred and the area held scared.  A granite wall of remembrance had been started with the names of the known people killed inscribed.  A good sized group of Rwandans came all dressed in suits and pretty dresses.  One woman had a large basket of flowers and each of the Rwandans had a single yellow rose bud.  I followed them to the genocide mass grave and a ceremony and prayer was presented and then each person laid their rose on the memorial, some were weeping.   It broke my heart to see the photos and names of the people in the memorial’s building, many men, women and children were killed during the genocide whose photos lined the walls of the museum.  The memorial showed how things can get out of hand and how hard it was to stop the killing.  It is a reminder to help show the people how it started, ended and how to never let it happen again.  The memorial is to teach everyone how to forgive and move forward to a better way life of getting along with each other.  Later we went to visit the Hôtel des Mille Collines featured in the movie Hotel Rwanda.  A brave man named Paul Rusesabagina helped save 1,268 civilians during the Rwandan Genocide, protecting them in this hotel.
On our way to the ORTPN Resthouse in the Nyungwe Forest we stopped at The National Museum that houses a vast array of artifacts and exhibits that chronicle the pre- and post-colonial history of Rwanda.  On the grounds we got to meet a group of young women, orphans from the genocide that were adopted by the museum directors.  They were teaching the women the craft of making traditional baskets.  As the women lined up in front of a traditional grass hut with the baskets they had made we all took photos of them.  They then told us that the baskets were for sale and I purchased two baskets wishing I could buy more but knew that I had to get them home so I was limited on what to buy.

I ran to the truck to get the supply of reading glasses I had brought from home to give to the museum director.  As we drove off Mike and I watched him inspecting the glasses I had given him and I saw a smile on his face.  I had brought candy, stickers, pencils and assorted items to give away to individuals on this trip.  Our guides advised us not to give stuff away to people on the roads as it encouraged begging.  But it was hard not to give a child standing on the road a piece of candy or a sticker.  The children were everywhere…….waving and yelling out “Bonjour” “Hello” or asking for water-bottles, pens or money in Kinyarwanda, French or English.  We traveled on the one of the only main roads that traveled though out Rwanda sharing it with the numerous people of the area.  Everyone was walking…..some with bikes loaded with produce or building materials.  Many motorcycle taxies and in rural areas bicycle taxies.
As we continued our journey to Nyungwe Forest we observed the land on each side of the road planted with crops.  We realized that the gardens never stopped continuing up the mountains and beyond as far as the eye could see.  Every bit of land was being cultivated.  We drove to through the tea plantations that were so big that you would drive for miles and miles and see nothing but tea bushes covering the area.  The vastness of the gardens were unbelievable and all the work of planting and harvesting was done by hand….hundreds of workers covered the fields…. many women tilling the ground with nothing but a hoe.  I would see women raising their hoes high above their heads and letting it dig deep in the hard ground below.  Their babies were on their backs being carried to the fields with them.  It would be a long hot day in the sun for all.  Along the road vegetables, bananas, eggs, sweet potatoes and other produce were for sale.  It was Sunday and some of the women were dressed in very bright long flowing outfits with colorful umbrellas coming back from church.   

We visited a tea plantation and were taken on a tour of the tea factory.  We saw how from the fields to the factory the tea was processed.  As soon as the top leaves of the tea plants matured the people had to rush to pick the leaves and get them to the factory.  Some pickers wore huge aprons to protect them from the bushes….overflowing sacks of tea leaves on their backs.  The tea leaves were dumped in vats where air from the bottom dried the leaves and made them settled in bulk.  The leaves were chopped and fermented and after several stages the tea was separated as to the grade that was completed in the processes.  The tea went down conveyors to be extracted in boxes with the correct quality to be finally bagged and labeled.  It was quite a process.  Out back piles of wood were being chopped as fuel for the machines running the factory.  Mike and I cringed at the men cutting the wood on a large mechanical saw with no guards.  Inside the mechanics were busy keeping the factory going.  Mike was amused when we saw the primitive electrical devices used in this factory but with positive results achieved.
Our first trek in the Nyungwe Forrest was to locate the chimpanzees.  Since chimpanzees are not as easy to find as the gorillas as they moved around much more we had a time trying to find them.  The trackers had to wait till the chimps stopped moving and then radio our guide where to take us.  We trekked for hours trying to get to where they were, our guide could never get us to them and therefore we did not reap our reward of our efforts to see them.  We did however experience the rain forest that the chimpanzees lived in and shared with the many beautiful butterflies fluttering about. We were taken to an area located in a remote patch of forest surrounded by tea plantations therefore the possibility of seeing the chimps was better than a larger forest.  
While driving to our lodging in Nyungwe Forest we all saw the L’Hoest’s monkeys climbing the hills on the side of the road.  Later we took a walk to an area where groups of the Ruwenzori Colobuse monkeys frequently visited.  We got a very closeup photo session with them.  Later back at the ORTPN Resthouse we sat on the porch with binoculars to view several bird species including sunbirds and an African paradise-flycatcher.

The amusing vervet monkeys ran around the ORTPN Resthouse knocking tiles off the roof and peering in the dining area through the barred widows.  The next day we left from the ORTPN Resthouse to a trail leading to a high flowing waterfall.  This was another long strenuous hike through a humongous tea plantation, up steep hills, around the mountains and through the rainforest with several swinging bridges and slippery paths.  Before reaching the waterfall we had to scale a cliff holding on to wooden hand pegs to get to the rest of the waterfall trail.  When reaching the waterfall we all felt the physical effort was well worth seeing the river and waterfall….just like in a Tarzan movie.  On the way back we had to trek through the farmland and observed the crops and many children.  One young boy’s job was to chase the buffalo out of the fields if they wandered into the fields.  Our guide gave him a whistle to help keep the buffalos off the fields.  He blew that whistle and laughed and laughed as we passed him by.
On the 19th of September at the ORTPN Resthouse we celebrated Mike’s 51st birthday.  I had told Ged about Mike’s birthday days ahead and he had arranged for a birthday cake.  Ged told us a story about the birthday cake.  He said he sent his driver Amon to a town an hour away to get the cake.  When Amon told the bakery that he wanted a birthday cake they gave him a paper to pick out the style.  His only choice was to purchase a cake that resembled a wedding cake, 3 tiers, bottom square, middle heart-shaped and a small round cake top all decorated in heavy white frosting and Happy Birthday on the sides and the date 19 September 2009 on the sides.  The problem for Amon was that the cake would not be ready till the next day.  So instead of Amon driving for an hour back and forth to get the cake an employee of the bakery rode a local bus to the ORTPN Resthouse and personally delivered the cake and got back on the bus for the return trip to the bakery.  Ged said it was the most expensive birthday cake he ever ordered.  (Thanks Ged for the cake. He never took money from me for it).  The cake was served (heart-shaped) for lunch and the rest of the cake for dinner.  The heart-shaped cake was presented with a sparkler lit on top….but at dinner time the employee of the kitchen got a large type roman candle firework and stuck in the top of the cake that lit up the room….Mike and others had to jump back to keep from getting the flames hitting them, it was hilarious!!!
Since the ride would have taken a lot of time to travel our group went to the airport to take a short flight back to Kigali and meet up with our vehicles and drivers to go to Volcanoes National Park where our lodging was at the Gorilla’s Nest Lodge.  We stopped on the way at a local restaurant for lunch where are food was cooked out back in large pots over open flames.  In the pots were bundles of banana leaves with, chicken, beef or peanut casseroles inside.
We arrived at the Gorilla’s Nest Lodge and followed the porters hauling our luggage to our rooms.  Our room overlooked a field where groups of grey-crowned cranes were walking.  In the foreground the area was covered with hydrangeas and pretty little seed eaters, sunbirds and a group of black-crowed waxbills were darting in the bushes.  Before dinner we heard outside in the courtyard drums and chatter from a parade of children and teens heading towards the lodge.  I urged Mike to get ready so that we should see if they were going to put on a show.  The group of Intore dancers had emerged from the village and quickly changed into their outfits after rinsing off in the rain puddles in back of the rooms.  They did indeed put on a show for the guests….drums beating and the children and teens taking turns dancing and singing.  Some of the guests, including myself were pulled by the children to join in a group dance circle.  The dancers laughed as I pulled out my stickers of colorful butterflies, smiley faces and flowers and Sharon and I stuck them all over their arms and heads as we continued to dance and sing.  All had fun before dinner.  

As we gathered in the lounge our guests from the Mountain Gorilla Veterinary Project gave us a lecture on the primates they were studying and treating in Rwanda.  After the lecture and discussion we all headed for the dinning room for dinner.  The next day as we traveled to the permit building for our gorilla trek group assignment, we could see out our widows the awesome volcanoes in the land of thousand hills.  We stopped and the guide pointed to the area where the Karisoke Research Center, Dian Fossey’s rainforest camp nestled in the Virunga Mountains once was.  One lady in our group named Carol decided to trek to Karisoke and view Dian Fossey’s grave and the graves of several of her beloved gorilla’s.  She told us only the ruins of the once famous research center was left.  After Ged got our assigned gorilla group we were off to see the gorilla mountain group family called Kwitonda.   Kwitonda emigrated to Rwanda in October 2004 from DR Congo.
We did not have to trek for a long time but you had to be careful not to trip on the constant roots and logs in the path…and side steps the mounds of buffalo offerings.  The path was a tunnel of brush with lots of nettles lining the way.  As we approached the area where the trackers had found the resting gorilla family we were told to leave our packs (which we were fortunate to have porters carry on all the treks) and quietly proceed to view them.  We were never to point and to take instructions from our guides, never approach the gorilla’s and stay calm if one came at you.  We got one hour to view the group.  The first gorilla I saw was the leader a large silverbacked male intently crewing on a large stall of wild celery.  His name was ‘Kwitonda’ (meaning he who is calm) which the group is named after.  Our group was led pass him and we stopped in the area where the rest of the gorillas were resting.  The juveniles were playing and we were all surprised when the small infant of the group emerged from the back of the mother.  The silverback came over to the group and lay on his stomach, put his hand under his chin and watched us!  After the juveniles started tearing down some small trees the silverback rose and gave them the evil eye that they better settled down or he was gonna discipline them.  We watched as the baby continued to play rolling over the mother and the silverback. Once I watched Kwitonda grab a branch of nettles and strip the leaves from the branch and stuff the bundle into his mouth.  Before we knew it our hour was up and we had to leave.  Kwitonda group was very enjoyable to watch and occasionally the grunts of the gorilla’s could be heard along with the sounds of passing gas …. which our guides blamed on each other!  The young blackbacks were watching us as we left and I caught my last glimpse of the infant and the silverback yawning as we slipped away into the brush.
The next day’s trek was either to Dian Fossey’s research station or to see the golden monkeys which are a subspecies of blue monkey found only in the bamboo forests of the volcanic mountain chain that forms a part of the boundary between Rwanda, Uganda, and DRC.  The golden monkey (Cercopithecus mitis kandti) weighs 10-25 pounds and has a golden body, cheeks, and tail with contrasting black limbs, crown, and tail-end.  After hiking through the farm fields were climbed over the black volcanic wall built to give the local people a border of where the farms should stop and the protected forest begins.  When the trackers led us to the golden monkeys it did not take long to start looking for a good photo location.  The monkeys were not very noisy and even when they were play fighting I very seldom heard any vocal cries.  We would all smile as we watched the monkeys desperately pulling on the bamboo shoots buried in the ground.  They would pull the shoots out and strip the outer bark to get to the soft centers to eat.
Our tour was almost over when Ged told us that we were going to go to his special place for dinner and to visit a local school.  We all loaded up and went to the school where a handful of teachers try and educate a large group of children of assorted ages.  We went into several rooms that had dirt floors and the only light was from the widows.  The teacher’s desk was piled with books and papers….the chalkboards were full of written sentences.  The children asked us our names, where we were from and how many children we had.  As I took pictures of several students I showed them my digital display (they were laughing and screaming with delight when they saw themselves) and some would ask me for my e-mail and what kind of job I had back in the U.S.A.  We went to the school’s courtyard where several girl students danced for us.  Children not attending the school came from the fields and watched, we were surrounded.  I only had enough candy for a small group so I gave the candy to the school director along with some pencils.  I gave my mother’s old sunglasses to a young male teacher who put them on and laughed.  I had brought a few jewelry pins for the female teachers which they seemed to enjoy.  I had a large group of students follow me to the land rover and all were laughing and talking to me, I formed the peace sign and waved and they did the same back to me. 

For dinner we drove to the top of a tall hill to Virunga Lodge that had an out of this world panoramic view of the Virunga volcanoes and the lakes Ruhondo and Bulera.  After drinks courtesy of Ged Caddick we were led to a hill top where a local Intore dance group put on a wonderful dance and singing show for us.  As we were meeting some of the dancers on the hill some of the dancers were changing their clothes in the lodge.  I met a young girl on the way down and pulled out my new red bandana and tied it around her neck as a gift, she smiled so sweetly at me.  Then a young boy saw me and asked how I liked his dancing.  He was so cute that I pulled off my cap (which belonged to Mike) and placed it on his head…..as I was unknowingly pouring Mike’s beer on the kid as Mike had given it to me to hold and I forgot I had it in my hand.  The kid was laughing and didn’t seem to care.
It was now time for the long trip home… 4 flights and approximately 36 hours.  But we lucked out, the flights were not full and we could pick an aisle and stretch out for a nap.  When we finally got home (Mike quickly ordered a pizza) and I went to bed.  I closed my eyes and could see the bustling city of Kigali, the towns and countryside of Rwanda with its many people, crops, flora, fauna, birds, wonderful landscapes and national parks.  People carrying loads of wood, bricks, vegetables, baskets and jugs on their heads.  I will always remember the smiles of the people who have been through so much and with the need of so much more………..and the gentle mountain gorillas that they share that much needed land with.
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