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Gabon has made the headlines for proclaiming vast tracts of land as 
national parks. Getaway contributor, New Yorker Robert J Ross explored 
some of the least visited parts of Central Africa running into elephants, 
gorillas and a cautious people just getting used to their fi rst tourists. For 
adventure travellers, Gabon is the light of deepest, darkest Africa. 
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Gan animal or a disease?”a few geograph-
ically challenged friends asked me when 
I started talking about my upcoming trip 
to this quiet, forested country that strad-
dles the equator on the Atlantic coast of 
Africa. It is indeed a country; a remark-
able one full of surprises. 

It’s impossible to travel most of Gabon 
by road, but there’s a railway line cut 
right across the country to ferry manga-
nese ore to the coast. If you’re going to 
ride the trans-Gabon, fork out for a first-
class ticket. The inevitable delays will 
seem a bit less onerous.

Even in the middle of the night, a  
Gabonese train station is a hive of activ-
ity. Milling passengers queue for tickets, 
baggage handlers run to and fro and in 
the shadows, suspicious-looking young 
men with bush meat wrapped in blood-
stained paper wait for trains to carry 
their catch to city dwellers ready to pay 
for the pleasure of eating fresh duiker, 
pangolin or monkey. Vendors do brisk 

business selling bottled water, Coke, 
beer and a wide variety of tropical snacks. 
Under the glare of too many fluorescent 
lights, I boarded an eastbound train for 
my journey to Ivindo National Park. 

As we left the station I was full of an-
ticipation, eager to get on my way to the 
ecological hotspot of Langoué Bai, a 
clearing deep in the park that attracts 
large numbers of lowland gorillas, forest 
elephants, buffaloes, red river hogs, ot-
ters, leopards and sitatungas. As I ad-
justed to the rhythm of the overnight 
train, we suddenly came to a screeching 
halt in the darkness. Apparently we’d hit 
a forest buffalo and there was a scramble 
for the spoils among the crew and the 
quickest of the passengers. 

We were lucky. If it’d been an elephant, 
the butchering process would’ve taken 
much longer and the train could’ve been 
damaged, leading to a lengthy delay. We 
were at least more fortunate than one 
dismembered buffalo. 

Into putty-nosed monkey territory
As dawn broke we sped towards Ivindo, 
hugging the bank of the Ogooué River, 
cutting through the early morning mist 
that glowed orange as it hung over the 
river. My first stop, at the home and of-
fice of the newly appointed park director 
Nigel Orbell, was a two-minute walk 
from the Ivindo train station. 

The coffee was hot and strong and the 
conversation convivial. For some rea-
son, perhaps it was a combination of 
sleep deprivation and bravado, I turned 
down the offer of a hot shower. It was 
my last chance for this sort of luxury for 
more than a week and it was the worst 
decision of the day. 

Fortified for my ride in a well-worn 
Land Cruiser along old logging routes 
and newly cut park roads, we motored 
into the national park. At one point we 
passed an abandoned logging camp, a 
reminder of what Ivindo might have be-
come if the park had not been gazetted 

  “Gabon. Is that a country, 
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ABOVE LEFT: To see red river hogs up close, visit Lékédi Private Reserve where there’s a breeding program. ABOVE RIGHT: A quick 
rinse in a forest stream in Minkébé National Park provided a refreshing break from the heat and humidity. OPPOSITE: Current think-
ing is that elephants slowly created Langoué Bai, one of a very few natural clearings in the forest, over the centuries as they came to 
the mineral-rich spring at the north end. PREVIOUS SPREAD: A viewing platform on the periphery of Langoué Bai.
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in one great flourish of the presidential 
pen back in 2002. Great blue turacos flew 
high in the canopy and putty-nosed mon-
keys jumped through the trees and ran 
ahead of us before quickly disappearing 
into the thick forest on either side of our 
narrowing path. 

After about three hours we reached 
what was truly the end of the road. From 
this point on we’d walk. I scrambled my 
way up a steep and slippery mountainside, 
then settled into a gently sloping walk fol-
lowing our guide as he led us through 
what seemed to me a labyrinth of well-
worn elephant trails towards the Langoué 
base camp. 

Langoué Bai is a place of extraordinary 
beauty and tranquillity. Mike Fay, the 
American biologist who walked across part 
of Congo and all of Gabon in a 15-month 
epic trek dubbed the Megatransect had 
declared Langoué Bai the most important 
finding of the walk. Mike and his small 
team followed elephant trails wherever 
possible since the large gray mammals are 
the highway builders of the forest. 

At one point Mike noticed many trails 
veering off into a common direction. Ulti-
mately he ended up on a ledge above a 
clearing about a kilometre by 300 metres 
with a river running through its centre. 
Mike was astonished. He watched in awe 
as elephants with large ivory tusks basked 
in the sun and drank from mineral-rich 
springs. Gorillas came and went, even 
venturing towards Mike and his compan-
ions on several occasions, more curious 
than afraid. The men were deep enough 
in the forest to have found what were 
probably some of the last ‘naïve’ gorillas 
on earth, gorillas that had never come into 
contact with humans and thus did not fear 
them. After several days of remarkable 
observations the location was recorded on 
a GPS and Mike pressed on. 

Except for a rustic tented camp estab-

lished about three kays from the bai and 
the three discreet viewing platforms which 
have been built at its edge, Langoué Bai is 
as pristine today as it was when Mike first 
came upon it in late 2000. 

Among conservationists this little bit of 
open space deep in the forest of Gabon 
has justifiably been dubbed “the bai that 
built 13 national parks.”

If you see only one thing in Gabon…
Loango National Park is a spectacular 
patchwork of Atlantic Ocean beaches, la-
goons, savanna and forest. The park is 
1 550 square kilometres of land and water 
that has at least a bit of almost all that Ga-
bon has to offer. It is the obvious answer 
to the question: “If I only have a few days 
in Gabon, what should I see?”

I first met Mike Fay in Washington DC 
early in 2003 while he was recovering from 

LEFT: Sitatunga in the river at Langoué Bai. ABOVE: You don’t go to Gabon for the food, though 
it was remarkable to be able to buy freshly baked bread 100 kilometres from the nearest 
settlement at the Minkébé gold camp. OPPOSITE TOP: The Trans-Gabon Railroad runs from 
the capital, Libreville, on the coast across the country to Franceville in the east. Here it’s run-
ning along the Ogooué River near Ivondo. OPPOSITE BOTTOM: Mandrills, these distinctively 
coloured and shy primates, occur across much of Gabon, but are difficult to find.

He watched in awe  
as elephants with large ivory tusks basked in  
the sun and drank from mineral-rich springs
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a near fatal encounter with an angry ele-
phant on a Loango beach. Loango is just 
north of the spot on the coast where 
Mike finished the Megatransect and 
Mike’s home was a small tent pitched on 
the deck of a houseboat moored at Loan-
go Lodge. He had been instrumental in 
the transformation of an old fishing 
camp into Loango Lodge, the base of 
operations for Operation Loango, and 
I’d hoped to meet up with him again. 

Operation Loango is a venture be-
tween the Dutch industrialist who owns 
the lodge, the Wildlife Conservation So-
ciety and the Gabonese Government. 
The goal is to promote conservation 
through sustainable nature tourism, 
bringing in outside expertise where 
needed and involving the local commu-
nity in as many ways as possible. 

The lodge overlooks the Iguéla La-
goon on the northern border of the park. 
It’s a beautiful spot and the accommoda-
tion is as comfortable as anything in Ga-
bon. As we arrived I saw a little tent on 
the deck of a nearby boat. It looked pret-
ty closed up so I asked Mireille, the 

charming Dutch manager of the lodge, 
whether Mike was around. 

“No,” she said. 
“Are you sure?” I said. 
“Yes,” she said. 
Apparently he’d left a couple of days 

earlier for a two-week kayak trip through 
a network of rivers and lagoons. 

The folks at the lodge sensed my dis-
appointment. They had only a vague 
idea of how far he probably had gone but 
we decided to try to find them. 

The next morning at dawn I met 
Shoota – a very apt name for my able 
guide. He’d been arrested and jailed for 
poaching an elephant less than a year 
earlier but, despite his errant ways, there 
was something promising about him so 
he was given a unique opportunity. 

He enrolled in the eco-guide program 
being developed by Operation Loango 
to train local men and women for con-
servation work in the park. More than 80 
per cent of his monthly salary is used to 
pay down his fine, but his alternative was 
years in jail – and he is turning into an 
excellent guide. 

As the sun rose, taking the chill out of 
the early morning air, Shoota and I set 
out by motorboat across the calm waters 
of Iguéla Lagoon. We slowed to enter the 
N’Gové  River where several hippos rose 
and snorted at us. The ride up the river 
was magical, but we were not on a sight-
seeing trip, we were searching for our 
own Mr Kurtz, the elusive Michael Fay. 
We eventually caught up with him at 
Akaka, the site of a future fly camp for 
the lodge. 

 Our conversation began slowly but 
rambled on for hours. Mike drew me a 
map of the north end of the park, show-
ing where I could go to find massive 
leatherback turtles coming ashore to 
nest. He identified a spot where a couple 
of hippos had been sighted in the Atlan-
tic surf a few days earlier and he ex-
plained where to approach the elephants 
and buffaloes that can be seen as they 
walk along the ocean. 

I learned where to head for a morning 
of kayaking among the large mammals 
and that from the small quiet craft I stood 
a good chance to see eye to eye with a 
crocodile, python or some of the sea 
birds. I was also advised to be sure to 
take a walk through the forest in search 
of chimpanzees and gorillas. I was not at 
Loango during the right time of year to 
go offshore to see the humpback whales 
that migrate past (visit between July and 

   Kayaking among the large mammals,  
           I stood a good chance to see eye to eye with  
    a crocodile, python or some of the sea birds

The outboard motor and the foam pads for sitting on are modern additions, otherwise the wood pirogue transporting the WWF  
anti-poaching patrol up the Nouna River in Minkébé National Park is much as it has been for hundreds of years. 

Getaway   January 2005    65



September for this spectacular show), 
but I had more than enough to do in my 
remaining days. 

I also made it to a small island covered 
with thousands of fiddler crabs at low 
tide and the ghost crabs were there as 
Mike predicted when I walked down the 
beach with Shoota. Mike could not have 
predicted that we would see the leopard 
we encountered one evening, nor did he 
guarantee that I would see the sitatunga 
we saw several times or the Loango 
weaver or Forbes plover that I searched 
out and found. 

Bat Island at dusk, with the rosy bee-
eaters coming in to roost, fruit bats be-
ginning to stir and mud-skimmers 
racing about feverishly at water’s edge, 
was also particularly memorable.

A park without a single road
Nearly half the size of Kruger, Minkébé 
National Park is the largest of the new 
parks. It’s a massive block of forest (7 570 
square kilometres) in the northeast cor-
ner of the country, without a single road 
running through it. The only way in is 
by walking on elephant trails or travel-
ling by pirogue along one of the four 
rivers running through the area. The 
only permanent residents are a few hun-
dred nomadic BaKa pygmies and some 
gold prospectors who wander in from 
their claims on the periphery. 

Hidden under the canopy are sizeable 

populations of bongo and giant forest 
hogs. Elephants, buffaloes, sitatungas, 
many smaller antelopes and large troops 
of mandrills are common, but hard to 
see. Sadly, the once-sizeable gorilla and 
chimpanzee population has all but dis-
appeared due to several recent outbreaks 
of the feared ebola virus. 

 In order to visit this park that has no 
tourist infrastructure in place I wrangled 
an invitation to join a World Wide Fund 
for Nature (WWF) anti-poaching patrol 
on one of the rivers. We spent a week 
travelling about 100 kilometres up the 

Nouna River in a pirogue handcarved 
from the trunk of a single massive tree. 

As we moved upstream the over-
growth became denser and the river 
narrowed. We developed a rhythm for 
ducking under overhanging trees and 
branches, keeping a wary eye for snakes, 
spiders and biting ants that could fall 
into our pirogue. We camped each night 
along the bank, cooking the manioc, 
tinned mackerel and corned beef we had 
brought along. Despite the language 
barrier, I slowly got to know my five 
French-speaking Gabonese compan-
ions and they learned a bit about me.

One evening, wary of another meal of 
manioc and something tinned, I broke 
out the last packet of biltong I’d carried 
from Cape Town. I shared it with the 
team, who all responded favourably to 
the taste of the dried beef. A moment 
later the head of our mission grabbed 
some manioc and cut off a bite-sized 
piece. He added some biltong and ate it 
with glee, declaring boldly that the bil-
tong was indeed good, but better with 
manioc! C’est la vie. 

 We saw only one other pirogue dur-
ing our week on the Nouna. As we qui-
etly drifted downstream on our final 
afternoon on the river, I sadly realised it 
was unlikely I would ever venture this 
deep into a true wilderness again. But I 
had been able to do it at least once….

          ● adviser overleaf 
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River patrols are useful to deter poaching, but educating the few dozen gold prospectors 
living on the periphery of the park is important as well. The miners are allowed to hunt 
a prescribed list of species within a defined distance from their camp. 

Loango National Park is a blend of forest, savanna, lagoon and sea. Here the savanna 
slopes gently towards the Atlantic Ocean. Out at sea, gas burns from an oil platform.
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G A B O N

Gabon is a tropical, oil-rich country in Cen-
tral Africa covered largely by rainforest. 
French is the national language and Eng-
lish is not widely spoken.

HOW TO GET THERE
Air Gabon offers twice weekly service and 
InterAir fl ies once a week between Johan-
nesburg and Libreville. Return fl ights start 
at R5 230 (Inter Air) and R5 780 (Air Ga-
bon). Air Gabon can be contacted tel 011-
807-4011 and Inter Air on 011-616-0636. 
There’s also good access from Europe on 
Air France and various connections from 
other African cities.

WHO TO CONTACT 
Patrice Pasquier at Mistral Voyages in 
Libreville is the best source for how to get 
into, around and out of Gabon. His English 
is good and his enthusiasm and love for 
Gabon great. Mistral Voyages can be con-

tacted on tel +241-74-77-79, 
e-mail mistral.lbv@ -
inter net gabon.com or
through the link on the 
website www.ecotouris-
me-gabon.com. 

Wild Frontiers of-
fers one to two weeks 
trips covering most 
major areas of Gabon, 
including Langoué and 
Loango, plus specialist 
bird-watching and fi sh-
ing trips. Prices from 
R18 000 a person. Contact
Wild Frontiers in Joburg, tel 011-
702-2035, e-mail wildfront@ icon.-
co.za or www.wildfrontiers.com. 

WHAT IT COSTS 
Gabon is expensive and the tourism sector 
(and the related infrastructure) in its in-
fancy. The franc is the currency that is gen-
erally used although euros are widely 
accepted. Credit cards and ATM cards are 
not widely used. Most costs are priced in 
euros. For example, Langoué Camp is €170 
(R1 360) a person a night including all 
meals and activities but excluding trans-
portation to and from the camp. Loango 
Lodge is €295 (R2 360) a person a night full 
board and including all activities. 

WHAT TO TAKE
South Africans need a visa for Gabon, ob-
tainable from Gabon’s embassy in Pretoria 
(tel 012-342-4376). It costs R300 and takes 
two to fi ve days to process. If you’ve left 
things to the last minute, you can pay an 
extra R200 for a same-day visa service. 

Malaria is prevalent throughout the 
country all year long and precautions 
should be taken. You’ll also need shots for 
yellow fever.

WHEN TO GO
Gabon is hot and humid all year round. The 
dry season is from June to September; the 
wet from October to May during which you 
get frequent short rain, often at night, but 
it can be the best time to see game and 
primates. December/January are good 
months for seeing turtles on the coast.

FURTHER READING
The offi cial website for Gabon’s national 
parks is at www.gabonnationalparks.com. 
For the story of Michael Fay’s Megatransect, 
see National Geographic October 2000, 
March 2001 and August 2001 or visit www.-
nationalgeographic.com/congotrek. 

GABON AND ITS
NATIONAL PARKS
Area: 267 667 km2.
Population: 1 383 000.

Three years ago Gabon did not 
have any national parks, today it 
has 13. It took a pragmatic presi-
dent, El Hadj Omar Bongo, facing 
dwindling oil revenues and 
pressures to preserve some of his 
country’s heritage, to turn to a 
national park network and the 
promise of tourism as a major 
future direction for his country. 
Parks now protect more than 11 
per cent of the country, a greater 
percentage of land area than in 
any other country except Costa 
Rica, which is less than one fi fth 
the size of Gabon. 

Gabon is expensive and the tourism sector 
(and the related infrastructure) in its in-
fancy. The franc is the currency that is gen-
erally used although euros are widely 
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Hunting for bushmeat and medicinal purposes has serious conservation implications.
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