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From sorrow to joy in
rural Uganda
by Jo Wulffenstein
As usual, on this morning, I was woken up by
the sound of roosters, hollering their
annoyance at the rising of the sun. However, I
think I just was adjusting, as I was able to go
back to sleep instead of plotting their deaths. I
felt pretty rested, considering the tone of our
last few days.
We had been on Safari in Queen Elizabeth
National Park! Though an unexpected trip, it
was an incredible one… truly a rare and
amazing opportunity. My whole life I have
dreamed of going on Safari – yet this trip was
to be dedicated to the farm we had helped to
build, so I didn’t allow myself to hope for it.
Luckily, our new friends Kyle and Jessie were
planning on going, and were gracious enough
to envelope us into their plans. I liked them
more and more as we got to know them!
We took an old rickety van with a grumpy
back bumper that rattled for the eight hour
ride to the park. The poverty there was
astounding. There were children in tattered
clothes, running around in the dirt and
laughing. There were women standing in
doorways, washing clothing in buckets, and
tending to other chores like food and babies.
We drove past so many villagers swinging a
single garden hoe in endless rows of crops,
heads heavy laden with goods, or manning a
shack of vegetables, hoping for a sale.
After many hours, the mountains came, tall
and daunting to our right hand side. For
awhile, I was satisfied to be wrapped in their
beauty and imagined myself standing in their
shadows. That feeling in my imagination was
nothing short of awe. Then Kyle made the
fatal move of telling us what they were.
Congo.
Congo is the place I have wanted to go for as
long as I can remember. The place I have
dreamt about, read about, and wondered
about. Congo – the wild, the raw, the

untouched, the unknown. As I leaned further
out the window, straining to be just a fraction
closer, I felt so much stir within me. It
challenged me to its mischievous danger,
tempted me to answer the call.
I had to shake off the desire to cut and run to
those enchanting mountains. There were
more important things to consider, namely
my safety. Congo remains in turmoil. Kyle
said I might as well wear a t-shirt that says,
“I’m American and I have money, kidnap me.”
I didn’t feel completely deterred by that, but I
did want to live to see the farm, so I melted
back into the van with a twinge of defeat and
sadness.
I couldn’t be down for too long, because the
Safari was incredible! The land was teeming
with wildlife. There was no way you could go
into a space this large in the United States
and expect to see that much local talent! But
here, it was everywhere we went. Before
noon on the first day we had seen so much.
Water buffalo, Ugandan kob, waterbucks,
warthogs, hippos galore!
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A rare sighting of a leopard graced the day,
as well! We even saw a pair of lions, off in
the distance, tumbling and playing in the
grass after the storm. It had thundered and
bolted with lightning in an impressive display
of African rains.
My favorite was probably a small family of
elephants that we encountered, just a few
feet off the treacherous road we had been
traveling on through the park. Elephants are
one of my favorite creatures, and they are so
incredible in the wild! Even the smallest
would tower over you. They have a dull gray
blanket of skin, that folds neatly across their
bodies and lands in tapers at their massive
feet. Tiny tails flick hopelessly at the flies,
and their trunks curl around leaves and
branches with ease. Some have threatening
white tusks, but I can’t get past their eyes, so
small and contemplative and kind.
A mother in the herd stood close to her
young, an adorable little guy probably less
than a year old. At one point, she linked
trunks with him. Then she looked up at us
and flapped her giant ears. Maybe it was to
shoo us away, or maybe it was to give a
friendly hello. I am inclined to believe the
latter.
I could go on and on and on, but that is not
the tone I wish to convey today, so let’s skip
ahead. After the safari, we drove back to the
outskirts of Kampala, where Peter lives. Our
adventure was over, and had been very
successful. I think we were all tired as we
piled in to return home. Even the constant
drumming of the back bumper against the
rear of the van seemed less prominent.
Though it was the same route we had taken
to arrive at the park, it was so bewitching and
beautiful that it seemed new again.
I was watching the sun swollen earth fly by,
trying to leech out every ounce of power and
spirituality it offered. I kept thinking about
how, just that morning, I had wandered over
to the lodge and sat on a deck above the
water. I could hear the hippos from across
the channel, maybe a mile away, their grunts
echoing to me where I perched.
I had been contemplating life and where I
currently stand. I found myself falling short in

so many ways. Somehow, what I am doing
here begins the process of closing that
formidable gap, but it is only the beginning. I
am not sure if anything I ever do will feel like
it’s enough. That was a tough thought to
reconcile.
While I was reflecting, Michelle, ever
inquisitive, was asking Kyle about different
projects that Groundwork Opportunities (the
organization we fundraised through) was
working on. They spoke of their success,
what makes them so successful, etc. I
listened to him chat with her about genocide
reconciliation projects in Rwanda, the growth
of Peter’s farm, and the models he wants to
give to other locals. The way he talked about
the ideas that the natives had in each place
showed that they were eager to make
change, full of possibility, yet lack resources
and organization.
With all this talk of farming and money and
ideas to improve the dismal state that so
many find themselves in, I was watching the
endless miles of one-room mud homes and
thinking of a small fishing village we visited. It
had been a place where poverty reigned and
my heart sank with each step I took through
the mud. I felt as if that mud was pulling me
down off of my pedestal of a life (by
comparison), back to reality.
Not because they seemed angry or sad
about their state, but that I am so oblivious
sometimes to suffering. I couldn’t begin to tell
you of their lack of electricity, food, clothing,
money, and even medicinal care. One
teenage boy shivered in the chilly morning in
just a t-shirt. I wondered - did he even own a
sweater? I consider myself to be quite aware
because of my travels and living in a third
world country… yet still, things surprise me.
We pulled up to the office of a non-profit
organization called Uganda Rural Healthcare
Foundation, so that Kyle and Peter could
reconnect with some gentleman they knew
from 2007. I was already feeling emotional
and overwhelmed from the nature of the
conversation in the van, so stepping into their
humble office threatened tears. I managed to
keep composure, however, and we sat to
listen to their ideas and improvements they
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wanted to make. New agriculture projects,
and new healthcare initiatives were the
theme.
The more the gentleman talked, the more
excited he got about what they are doing. I
pondered his enthusiasm and how incredible
these people are. How the fight in them is
immortal, how they never tire, never stop
trying to make life and community better.
Again, what they lack are resources;
resources so easily obtained from others if
only they were aware. Resources you and I
wouldn’t think twice about, we would just
reach up and take them. When was the last
time that a few dollars meant life or death to
me? Yet there, it is a story that is told every
day.
Finally, I couldn’t hold it in anymore and I
excused myself. As soon as I stepped out of
the door, I began to cry. I sat by that rickety
old mud-covered van from the safari we had
all so easily been able to pay for, and I
bawled. I bawled for the feeling of not having
done enough. I bawled for the hope that I see
in their eyes. I even bawled for a crumpled
old man who walked by me, collecting
charred bits of wood in a plastic bag. What
was he using them for? Couldn’t I give him
something so that it wasn’t necessary to pick
through the trash infested streets?
A very still silence fell around me, and I
wondered what the women carrying bundles
on their heads that passed me thought – to
see a white woman sitting in their

neighborhood and crying. I felt ashamed, but
I couldn’t stop and I couldn’t go back in. I
even felt selfish that I was crying for the fact
that I was feeling so helpless. And finally, I
composed myself in time for the others to
return.
As we completed the drive home, I had a lot
to think about. My eyes returned to Peter,
dedicating his life to his country and the
improvement therein. I watched Kyle and
Jessie who were so heavily involved and
sacrificed so much. I watched Kristin, having
given a semester of her life to the betterment
of life here. And I see Michelle, so inspiring
and interested in what she could do to help.
That is when I realized that there is enough
love in the world, if you know where to find it.
There is enough generosity in the world, if
you know how to seek it. And sometimes, it is
even within you. For the third time in my life, I
have lost my heart to a place. Although
maybe never quite this completely before.

If you ask me (Jo Wulffenstein) who I want to be, I’d say a
woman of passion, adventure, culture and aspiration to be
greater. If you ask me who I am, I’d say a woman on the
path to obtaining those things. I grew up in a small town as a
country cowgirl, and have since lived abroad, traveled the
world, built farms, and influenced change. On the daily side,
I work in tourism in Alaska, which happens to be my favorite
place on earth. Age 30 comes for me this year, and I
couldn’t be more ready!
If you are interested in knowing how you can make a
difference, please go here:
www.groundworkopportunities.org

Singing to a bear in Glacier National Park
by Jim Lounsbury
I am sitting in a wood panelled ranger station
in Glacier National Park, watching a video on
bear safety with two friends from different
continents. Ben is a building contractor from
Seattle. Josh is an actor from Sydney, and
we stare, wide eyed as the video presents in
graphic detail all the colourful ways a bear
can stalk, maim and kill hikers in the back
country of Montana. That’s where we are
planning to go.

Into the back country, but as the warnings in
the video get more and more graphic, I’m
beginning to have second thoughts.
“Bears kill tourists every year in Glacier
National Park…” the video chirps, and we
look at one another, “and if you see a bear…
yell, clap your hands or sing a song... but
don’t run. Bears have been clocked at over
35 miles per hour.” Geez.

That’s 56 kilometres per hour. Nearly as fast
as a corolla. A large, grizzly haired corolla
with teeth.
When the video is finished, we don’t say a
word. We just sign a legal document that
absolves Glacier National Park from all
liability if we are slain on the trail. When the
paperwork is done, and we have tagged our
backpacks with identification numbers, we
are ready to hit the trail.
“Great. Now that that’s over… shall we?” Ben
says with a wry smile. He is the only one who
has hiked in Glacier National Park before,
and he must have seen the video before. Not
that he warned us about it.
“Let’s go,” I hear myself saying, even though
a knot is forming in my throat. “It’s now or
never.”
We load our backpacks into the courtesy
shuttle that will deliver us to the trailhead,
and as the shuttle winds its way up The
Going to the Sun Road, on switchbacks that
sit like shelves on the stone face of the
Rockies, we take in the spectacle. Mount
Reynolds rises from a deep river valley in the
distance, a glacier weighing heavy on her
shoulder. Off in the distance, a waterfall
plummets a hundred meters or more down a
sheer rock wall. The scenery is nothing short
of spectacular, and I have soon forgotten
about the bear safety video as I rummage
through my backpack, making sure that all
my camera batteries are charged. This is why
I travel, I remind myself, to feel these
endorphins pumping through my veins. It’s
like a drug, and I relax into the euphoria,
noticing all the little details that I plan to take
with me when I leave America. The smell of
pine. The gentle updraft of warm wind rising
from the valley below. The cloudless, blue
sky. Neon blue. The kind of blue that
connects memories across the ages.

Forever blue. This is paradise.
The trail is narrow and rocky, and leads us
across streams and wide-open fields full of
purple bloom. Every now and then we stop to
marvel, but Ben has the stamina of a
mountain goat, and pushes on as soon as
we have the breath to speak. It is hard work,
and we sweat in silence to the sound of
squeaking boot leather. One mile. Then two.
Then four point three. Before we know it, we
have crested a small rise, and a small lake
comes into view. Nestled into a valley
between Fusillade Mountain to the North and
Gunsight Mountain to the West, Gunsight
Lake sits at 5,351 feet and has the cobalt
blue sheen of glacier water. I fumble for my
camera and take a shaky photo before we
kneel, exhausted on the bank of the lake and
numb our faces with the water.
After setting camp and dining on two minute
noodles, we follow the instructions in the
video; we throw a small length of rope over a
low-hanging branch so we can hoist all our
aromatic food twenty feet up. Out of the
reach of bears.
I drift in and out of sleep that first night,
waking with a start each time I can hear the
sound of something tramping in the brush
outside. It could be any number of animals
we saw on our trek up: elk, moose, or rock
marmots. But no matter how big the sound, I
imagine a dark silhouette with muscled
haunches, circling our tents, raising a wet
nose to the breeze as he forages for human
flesh.
In the morning, the air is a good twenty
degrees colder, and the sun sits on the top of
the eastern ridge like a dab of butter, melting
into the valley in golden streams. We light a
fire and thaw our hands with large cups of
steaming coffee, breathing it all in. This is
day two of our trek, and we pull out a
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This is day two of our trek, and we pull out a
topographical map of the area and a
compass, tracing our way up the trail to
Gunsight pass, where we plan to cross the
Rockies that evening. It is only a mile and a
half to the pass, but with an elevation gain of
over two thousand feet, it will be rough going
with sore muscles from the day before.
The trail away from the lake is a narrow cut
of brown dirt among a field of yellow
wildflowers, and at first, it feels like a walk in
the park. But soon the ground turns to
granite, and Ben is out in front, searching for
stone waymarkers that will lead us to the
next patch of trail.
Little clumps of huckleberry cling to the rock
face, and I stop to pick a few bright red
berries, savoring the tart flavor. It’s the kind of
sour that makes your face pucker
involuntarily, and I wince through it, happy for
a distraction from the arduous switchbacks
that seem to go on forever. A slow burn sets
into my upper legs, and I begin to find a
rhythm for my breathing to distract myself
from the pain. Two steps in… Two steps
out… Two steps in… Two steps out…
“Whoa there!” I hear Ben yell out, but it takes
a few seconds for me to see what he’s talking
about, “Whoa!” Ben has his hands up and he
looks over his shoulder, his face white. He
points to the path ahead and I can see her
standing there, staring us down, brown hair
bristling on her haunches as she sizes us up.
This is a grizzly bear. A big one. And she
rears up on her hind legs and lets out a sort
of… hiss. That’s the only way to describe it. It
sounds more like a sound you would expect
a wildcat to make, but here it is coming from
a bear that stands six or seven feet tall in
front of us.
It takes every ounce of my resolve not to turn
tail and run. Instead, I raise my camera and
pull the grizzly bear into focus. I watch her
shake her head at us, and it feels like I’m
watching a documentary on National
Geographic or the Discovery Channel. There
is a grizzly bear filling the frame. Click, I take
a photo. Click. I take another.

In the corner of the frame, I can see Ben
waving his arms and yelling out, “Whoa bear!
Whoa!” and I can see the bear take another
step towards us. I can feel my limbs go
numb. The air whistles around me.
Everything slows down, and I can feel my
pupils dilate to a pinprick. Every sense is
heightened now, and I’m trying to remember
what I’m supposed to do from the bloody
video, and then all of a sudden I can hear
Josh find his composure behind me, and
begin to sing at a volume that only the truly
tone deaf have the confidence to bellow, “We
built this city… We built this city on ROCK
AND ROLL!”
All of a sudden, the bear shudders, and
moves a few steps back.
Ben continues to yell, I continue to take
photos, and Josh continues to sing off key…
and slowly, miraculously, the bear turns and
shuffles off down the trail, leaving us in a
vacuum of silent awe at what we have just
encountered.
As the reality of the moment settles in, Ben
and I look at Josh with question marks for
eyebrows. “Really?” we laugh out loud, “We
Built This City?” This is a song by Starship
that, according to a Rolling Stone Magazine
poll in 2011, won in a landslide victory as the
worst song of the 1980s. In 2004, Blender
also named this song the Most Awesomely
Bad Song of All Time, and it seems that
humans are not the only species that feel this
way.
In our own independent poll of the great
outdoors, Ben, Josh and I discovered that
“We Built This City” is also a detestable song
to wildlife, though, for what it’s worth, I have
a newfound appreciation for Starship. After
all, they saved my life.
Jim Lounsbury lives in Sydney, Australia and makes films to
support a travel habit. He writes for ytraveler.com and you
can find him on twitter as @poetreefalling … And if you’re
wondering where those photographs of the bear are, he lost
them three weeks later on a trip to Mexico, when he got his
Grandmother’s Cadillac stolen, but that’s another story.
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Adventures along the Great Lakes of Kenya
by Emily of Innocent Nomad
Martin is an animated person, with warm and
intelligent eyes the color of dark chocolate,
and skin to match. During our pre-departure
tour meeting at the hostel, he goes through
the usual tour-guide stuff, - safety issues, a
basic itinerary for the next few days and what
we can expect from the tour overall. I have
travelled with Geckos Adventures previously,
so I half listen and watch Martin as he
speaks. He gives us a brief run down of his
history, and I think to myself that I’ve found a
new friend for life.
Early next morning we do a round of
introductions on the truck, and Martin comes
and sits with me at the back. I alternate
between hanging out of the soft-sided truck
with my camera slung around my neck and

sleeping until we pull into a lookout over the
Great Rift Valley. Martin explains that the
Valley extends all the way from Egypt in the
north to Mozambique in the south, carving
out rivers and lakes through the landscape.
We stop here for our first of many roadside
lunches, and Joseph, our ever-smiling chef
and jack-of-all-trades puts out sandwiches,
the perfect on-the-road food. I look around
and see a mass of children gathering behind
the truck. Cheeky grins, and timid dark eyes
peep around the back of the truck as I climb
on to get my camera and the soccer ball I
had seen earlier. Always a hit with local kids,
I’m glad there was one on board.
The game continues while Joseph and I start
packing up the lunch things. He tells me
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some more of himself while we work. He is a
deeply spiritual and caring man. He tells me
is from a small town on the shores of Lake
Victoria, and that he has a daughter who is
now in school. He is proud to be able to
provide for her. He doesn’t mention his wife,
so I assume that she has either left the family
(for whatever reason) or has passed away.
This is a common enough occurrence in
Africa, a lot of women die in childbirth,
particularly in rural births. A majority of these
births take place at home, and are therefore
highly dangerous. A hospital stay is incredibly
expensive though, and often the family
simply cannot afford it.
Joseph tells me about growing up in rural
Kenya and how it is different now, that kids
have more opportunity for learning and their
futures. Looking at the kids who have been
playing with us for the last hour, I can’t see it.
These kids are under-fed, under-loved and I
desperately want to rescue them from the life
I feel I know they’re destined for. Joseph tries
to make me see that things in Kenya have
improved, but I can’t see that a country which
gives free education for all children, except
orphans, is really all that “changed.”
We eventually arrive at the gates for Lake
Nakuru, a vast wetland reserve known for its
bird life, particularly for the population of pink
flamingo. The Lake was made famous in the
movie “Out of Africa” and I’m expecting
picturesque lakes, with millions of flamingo
standing quietly in the water, waiting for
tourists to come and take photos. What I get
is a tidal lake which is currently running on
the low side making the banks
squelchy,muddy, and above all, stinky. Mixed
in with the mud is bird do-do, and I’m
currently walking across it, camera in tow,
setting myself up for the perfect picture of the
lake, with all the birds on it. The sun will be
gone soon, and along with it, the light.
Thanks heavens for hiking boots.
As well as the population of flamingo, the
area is also home to a migrating population
of pelicans, eagles, secretary birds,
cormorants and about 400 other different
species of avian wildlife. I’m not normally a
bird person- their eyes freak me -but for
some reason, when I’m in Africa I’m

transfixed by them. I’m particularly taken by
the giant secretary birds, they’re bigger than
any bird I’ve ever seen, and from this
distance, look like they’re taller than me. This
isn’t difficult as I’m quite short, but it’s still no
mean feat for a bird.
Martin starts calling us back to the truck, and
I don’t want to move. I’m afraid I’ll disturb the
peaceful tranquility of the lake. The birds
seem to be in their own world, close by, but
distant from us. I’m standing in muck up to
my knees almost, but I still don’t want to
leave. Eventually I pull myself out of the bog,
and trudge back to the truck with a heavy
mind. I’m not sure what came over me at the
lake, but while the others get excited over
their first zebra, and a white rhino, I can only
look out the window, back toward the lake,
and ponder life.
Once we set camp, I wander over to help
Joseph prepare dinner. While we work, he
chats to me about what he calls the Great
Provider, and how nothing we carry is carried
alone. It’s the African version of the footprints
in the sand Psalm. I think he’s trying to cheer
me up, but I’m not sure what is wrong with
me. Later I’m sitting in the truck with the
lights on reading. I read about the feeling that
affects some people upon viewing the lake
for the first time. It sounds like a bunch of
mumbo now, but I swear, I’ve never been this
affected by a body of water. I get this feeling
to a certain extent when I’m near the ocean
as well, but this is the first time I’ve had it at a
lake.
We eat and swap stories of home until one
by one my fellow campers head for their
tents. I stay up with Joseph and Martin
talking about the changes Kenya has made,
and what the future may hold for the country.
These are two men who have worked
together a long time, and I can sense the
mutual respect for each other. It is a delight
for me, to sit and listen to them discuss and
bicker. For my sake they keep the
conversation in English, for which I am
grateful. I start falling asleep listening to the
boys talk, and eventually I cave, and head off
to my tent.
The next morning I am woken early by the
calls of hundreds of birds. I lay for a while
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listening to their different squeals and
squawks, trying to pick the sounds from the
general hum of the park. I know this
morning’s game drive will be good, I can feel
it in my bones.
I’m excited, checking the batteries in my
camera and giving it a quick clean. We head
out after a very fast breakfast, all wrapped in
scarves and jumpers. I don’t care what
anyone says, Africa is freaking cold. There’s
no escaping the bitter wind.
After a while we spot a black rhino, and I’m
taken back to that transfixed sense I had at
the lake yesterday. I’ve never seen a black
rhino in the wild before; they’re so rare, I’m
so happy I’m staring like an idiot. Martin taps
me on the shoulder and I snap out of my
stupor and start shooting. Black rhino are so
anti-social it’s hard to capture them, and I
flick back through my photos in wonder.
We head up toward the higher ground, and
find hundreds of green baboons. The males
sit and play with their genitals, while giving
the girls in our group the stare down. It’s
almost like being assaulted by a baboon. It’s
creepy, and I decide quickly I really don’t like
them. They’re bigger than I thought too,
which adds to the intimidation that I feel.
We’re standing on a look out though, and it’s
beautiful. The sun is just about level over the
lake, and it’s creating a double-sun
phenomenon. I take a multitude of shots, but
I know deep down I’ll never recreate it. It’d be
impossible.
The next day we head south, toward Lake
Naivasha, home of a huge population of
hippo. I hire a flat-bottomed boat to head out
on the water to see them. After about ten
minutes of skimming the surface of the water,
we finally see a family. There is any number
of adults hiding under the surface of the
water, and our skipper tells us not to put our
hands in the water, just in case. Hippos kill
more people every year than any other
animal in Africa. I am more terrified of hippo
than I am of great whites, and I live in
Western Australia, where more people die
from shark attacks than anywhere else in the
world.
Hippo will remain a hopelessly hilarious
animal for me though. I first spotted a hippo

in Botswana. Clumsy, overbearing animals
they seem. But even out of water, out of
their comfort zone, they have an uncanny
ability to move. Fast as lightening, quick as
an eagle, they are alarmingly agile creatures.
I am less impressed with this lake than with
Nakuru. The bird life here is limited in
comparison, and the water level is higher.
We exit the boat at Crescent Island, the
setting for the movie “Born Free. We wander
from the boat dock through the small island,
as our skipper explains to us that there are
no carnivorous animals on the island, only a
small population of zebra,and an even
smaller family of Masai giraffe. It’s hot and
the sun is strong. We don’t stay long.
The next morning, I have organized a trek
through nearby Hells Gate National Park.
You can ride a bicycle through the
populations of herbivores until you get to the
gorge but today is incredibly hot, so my guide
arrives in a car. He says he will drive me to
the gorge, and we will walk from there.
The drive is sensational – Hells Gate is home
to strange rock formations, cliff faces, all red
in color. There are overwhelming and
spectacular. There are a few people at the
entrance to the gorge. I pay for my permit,
and also for my guide, and we start
descending.
I should have done more research.
The gorge is steep, and there is still a river
running through. I’m wearing thongs (flip
flops) and a denim skirt of all things. Not
really trekking type clothing, and I’m
conscious of my idiocy. My guide is very
good though, he tells me about this plant and
that, and which can be eaten and which are
poisonous, and about this medicinal herb,
and that leaf.
We wind through the gorge, and I feel the
ground start to incline upward again, until we
reach a cliff. I stand looking at the cliff, and
my guide points to the top. We need to get
up there, he tells me in his mixed English
and Swahili. I shudder – I’m not wonderful
with heights, and I hope he doesn’t mean
that we’re going to climb the side of the cliff.
He takes me around to the side a little more,
and I see a well-beaten pathway, running up
to the top.
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My guide is laughing, slapping his knees. He
thinks he’s pulled one over on me, and he’s
right. Jerk, he could have just told me when I
was gazing up at the top earlier!
We start the long slog upwards. This path
isn’t great, as it’s all soft sand and mud, so
my thongs frequently get stuck. I end up
taking them off, and putting them in my
guide’s pockets. We finally make it to the top,
and I realize I feel like I’m going to die. It’s
breathtaking, or it would be if I had any
breath left to take.
Once I recover, we leave the lookout point.
The rest of the path is flat, and leads us back
to where we started. Back in the car, I sink
against the seat and grin. This has been a
fabulous day.
On the way out we spot a few giraffe at a

man-made watering hole and I get some of
my best shots of these amazing, awkward
yet graceful animals.
Tomorrow, I start my journey further south,
toward the incredible Masai Mara. I feel as
though nothing could give me more than my
experiences of the last few days.
I should know better by now, Africa just
keeps on giving.

Back at the end of 2002, Emily found her wanderlust moving
to the other side of the world, from sunny Australia, to dreary
London. Three years of exploring Europe and the Middle
East later, and Emily came back to Australia – losing her
passport along the way. Today, she continues to travel the
world, collecting one stamp at a time. Almost ten years later,
she has nearly accomplished her goal of entering fifty
different countries prior to her 30th birthday. You can follow
her adventures and misadventures on innocentnomad.com

Failed travel due to the Jakarta flood
by Jonathan DeLise
Somehow, after all of that, I had made the
flight.
Whereas I could have just as easily used that
line after successfully going through security
at an airport in the United States, I knew that
the events of February 1, 2008 made the
utterance a bit harder earned.
I was an English teacher living in Jakarta,
Indonesia at the time. My hometown is New
York City, so the cheap and delicious street
food, unregulated taxis, puzzling statues, and
friendly locals all punctuated by palm trees
and consistent short-sleeve weather proved
to be a great reason to relocate. However,
there was one aspect of life just south of the
equator that I wasn't prepared for--the musim
hujan, or rainy season.
I took for granted that drains would do as
described in their name--drain. Sure, you
would have big puddles on the streets of
Manhattan after a big storm, but the fiveletter d-word soon after did its job quite
well.Not so much in Jakarta though. I could
walk into an office building in one of the

primary business districts, where I'd expect
things might run a bit better, only to notice
that five minutes later, the sidewalk had
already turned into a lap pool. If I was trying
out for the US Olympic team, October-April
are typically the best months to do so,
though various factors make it difficult to
predict the precise duration of rainy season,
not to mention in that tropical climate,
downpours are possible at anytime.
Wanting to take advantage of Indonesia’s
p r o x i m i t y t o Ti m o r - L e s t e , a f o r m e r
Portuguese colony at the time only
accessible by commercial flight from Darwin,
Australia or Denpasar (Bali), I booked an Air
Asia ticket to Bali first, with a one night
layover on the famed Hindu island. The
forecast for the day of my flight called for
rain, but having flown in inclement weather
before, I didn’t expect the journey from my
apartment in Karet to Jakarta’s airport to take
much longer than the usual 45 minutes (at
non-rush hour times).

All I needed to do was peer out the window
to see what lay in store for me. Sheets and
sheets of rain falling at a rapid pace, the
entrance to my apartment building already
overflowing with turbid water, motorbikes and
bajaj (bah-jai; I guess you could call these
orange and blue three-wheeled cockroaches
Jakarta’s equivalent of tuk-tuks) quickly
becoming casualties due to water mussing
up the exhaust pipes—the outlook had never
been worse. Nevertheless, I naively hopped
into a bajaj, telling the driver to find a vacant
taxi.
Instead, he found a perfectly
appropriate place along one of the main
roads to break down.
Ah well, at least I had made it to a busy
thoroughfare, right? Not really, because I
could have walked to it faster and achieved
the same result. But I did think to get on a
motorbike taxi, called ojek, for two reasons.
First, the drivers usually have poncho-like
bags to place over passengers (and
backpacks) in the event of rain (even if they

are already soaked). Also, ojek are adept
(read: fatalist) at navigating traffic, both on
the road and on the sidewalk. This fellow
took me to Gambir, one of the main train
stations in town, from where I planned to
catch an airport bus. Of course, there were
no more buses leaving for the day due to the
weather, so we then negotiated a fare to the
airport.
He made it quite far, actually further than any
other mode of transport I had for the day,
even though it was still pouring something
fierce. But, like a balloon at a birthday party
for kindergarteners, something had to give,
and his bike succumbed to now knee-high
water levels close to Grogol. He guilt-tripped
me into waiting for me to try and “fix” it, which
is when I decided to finally snap a shot of the
current scene.
He’s the character in the black cape and
helmet in the foreground, pulling to the side.
This also gave me ample opportunity to
discuss prices with another ojek on the
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flip-side of the median. Traffic in Indonesia
moves on the left, so I was talking with the
next driver to head the wrong way in
exchange for an inflated price. Not that it
mattered anyway since traffic was nearly at a
standstill. The two ojek started arguing for
my fare, but I chose to move onto “the next
round.”
Unsurprisingly, the new guy didn’t get us too
far. Even though his bike broke down too, he
became a bit incensed after I paid him and
mentioned that I was going to fetch a bajaj.
The bajaj practically went nowhere, so I
headed right for a taxi. Even though the taxi
driver practiced price gouging, he ended up
helping me by stopping right in front of an
airport bus at the Pluit tollbooth. I hurriedly
made it onto the airport bus even though
there were others waiting; additionally,
authorities weren’t letting low-occupancy
vehicles pass the toll gate either. Wherever
the other passengers were expecting to go, it
became apparent that none were going to
get further than me.
After the toll, the bus only carried on for
about ten minutes, at which point all cars
stopped progressing.
Those naive yet
perseverant people who, including me, were
more determined than ever to catch their
flight, especially after making it this far, were
now confronted with waist-high (at least for
me) water which had mixed with sludge that
came from the drainage ditch on the side of
the road. I was literally walking in a canal of
rubbish, complete with rusty nails stuck in
easily-splintered wood, various leaves and
bugs spilling over from a nearby rice paddy,
and an indeterminate status of the contents
of my backpack. It was then that the rain had
stopped, but also when dusk fast
approached.
After treading through that murk for nearly an
hour, I and the few others who also trudged
onward ended up at a point in the road where
a few cars were caught in the middle of two
elevated stretches of water. That’s limbo, in
a nutshell. Someone in a Mercedes gave me
his phone number to call him when I got to
the airport, to inform him about the latest
conditions. There’s no doubt in my mind I
made it to the terminal before he did,

even if the next part of this saga was about
to take three hours.
I was the only one of the small now-dubbed
“canal clan” to choose to walk the rest of the
way, even though I had no idea how long it
would all take. The fact that the multi-lane
highway had been shut to traffic added an
eerie feel to the whole scene. The electricity
had gone out too, so I had to rely on my
camera flash and phone light to guide much
of the way.
This is exactly the kind of
scenario where keeping electronics/small
change in plastic Ziploc bags is key. I can’t
say that this was the most “exciting” part of
the day, although I had quite the inner
monologue at this rare interlude of silence in
an ordinarily chaotic (not to mention heavily
polluted) speck on the world map.
Occasionally checking my phone to check
the time I found that my flight, if the airport
was still open, would have already taken off.
Somehow that was the most irritating
moment of my journey.
Sure enough, a bit over three hours later I
made it to the Cengkareng (close to the
airport) toll booth, perhaps the sole instant in
my life where such a place would be so
welcomed. I was rewarded with news that
the airport had reopened, and that I had to
take an ojek to get me the rest of the way.
The air conditioning provided the first sigh of
relief, though something more appreciated
was light. I got to see that my clothes had
turned brownish-orange, and that there was
no queue for check-in. But how could I
check-in if my flight time had already
passed? For some reason, I thought to buy
travel insurance with this ticket, and it was
only because of this that I was able to get a
free boarding pass for the next Air Asia flight
to Bali.
The total amount of time it took me to get to
Jakarta’s airport was roughly eight hours.
Unfortunately, even after all of that day’s low
points, the next day turned out to be far
worse.
As a foreign worker in Jakarta,
whenever I wanted to leave the country I was
supposed to get a re-entry stamp from the
immigration office--in Jakarta.
It was a
miserable ten seconds of my life, walking up
to the immigration official in Bali’s airport only
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to be told that I couldn’t board the flight to Dili I was back at square one, where just 28(in Timor-Leste) because I was missing that hours earlier I set out to confront just another
stamp. Furthermore, because of the severe day in the tropics.
flooding in Jakarta the day before, and that it
was a weekend, almost all flights back to the Jonathan DeLise is originally from the New York City area,
capital were booked. The next flight was but due to having lived in East Asia for more than three of
seven hours later, with the now-defunct (but the past seven years, feels more confident in sharing insight
always precarious) Adam Air. Others might about Jakarta nightlife and Tokyo convenience stores than
how much each additional adjective is going to
have been glad to get an extended vacation wondering
cost you at a brasserie in Tribeca.
His blogs http://
in the island paradise, but not me. Landing buildingmybento.wordpress.com/ and more recently
in Jakarta was just as embittering, as www.collaterallettuce.com emphasize his interest in
flooding caused cars to take one-lane languages, food, architecture, and transportation, thus he is
most enthused about pursuing a career involving eating,
detours back into the city. Three hours later, traveling and writing.

Opening eyes to the world in Kingston
by Ellen Keith
The shop is like any other souvenir hut –
overcrowded with cheap, dusty merchandise.
I pick up a postcard. Idyllic shots of whitesand beaches and a boat painted with
Rastafarian colors. "Jamaica", I read, "no
problem."
My friends and I flock to the
checkout with our purchases, only dimly
aware of the irony they represent. Instead of
drinking rum in our new shot glasses or
smoking ganja in Bob Marley T-shirts, we are

on a church trip in Kingston, a city with a
reputation for crime and violence.
Outside, a guard stands at attention while
someone fills the ATM.
He cradles a
machine gun and his finger brushes the
trigger. Is that really needed at a shopping
mall? I think back to the morning, when our
Jamaican friends insisted on escorting us to
our hired vehicle. Are these precautions
necessary, or are Jamaicans just cautious?
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So far, the only indication of violence that I’ve
noticed has been the occasional police siren.
Instead, I notice poverty. When we drive
through the heart of Kingston, we pass
shanty towns. The ramshackle huts look like
they belong in a child’s diorama, pasted
together out of odds ‘n ends: tin roofs, tarps
stretched over holes in the wall, and
weathered Red Stripe beer posters covering
the windows. Voluptuous women work at
stalls, selling pineapples and jerk chicken,
while an old man slumps in a plastic lawn
chair nearby. I should’ve prepared myself for
this, but I still find it difficult to see such
hardship, and begin to question the island’s
status as a tropical paradise.
One morning, we tackle Chancery hills in
Kingston. The sky is still a murky black and a
trail of white villas that crests the hills is the
only boundary between heaven and earth.
Richard, a youth from a local United Church,
guides us this morning. It is daylight by the

time we reach the base of the hill. We pass
numerous Jamaicans who greet us with a
smile and warm conversation. Richard tells
me that they are only stopping to chat
because most of us are white. Light skin is
still a sign of status here, he reminds me. I
mention the Canadian girls I know that fake
tan year-round. Richard chuckles; here, girls
buy products to “bleach” their skin.
“Ah’ right, lissen,” he says. “I go inna store
ya - me wid darka skin – an’ if someone with
lighta skin comes in, di assistants will go to di
lighta-skin one firs’.”
His matter-of-fact tone shocks me, and I fall
silent. As we near the top of the hill, the neat
white houses turn into sprawling mansions.
Richard points to one that is under
construction and explains that it’s being built
for a dangerous mafia member. We pause
next to the house to admire the spectacular
view. However, this mansion reminds me of
what I can’t see from here. The luxurious
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villas hide the rundown shacks with their
peeling paint. Economic disparity is not the
only problem in Kingston. On Sunday, we
walk to church. It’s a very short walk, only a
block, but we have to walk past a dead dog
on the street. The dog has been there for
five days. By now, it lies in a growing puddle
of its own decay.
Flies buzz around its
eyeballs, and its golden fur sheds in matted
clumps. The rotting stench hangs heavy in
the air, and we cross the street to avoid it. I
wonder when someone will come to take it
away. This is a suburban neighborhood and
the decomposing carcass is propped up
against the brick-walled fence of a secondary
school, with the church just around the
corner.
The Jamaicans sense our discomfort and
worry that we might be getting the wrong
impression. Richard tries to put things into
perspective.
“Dis isn’t da norm, to see tings like dis dog.
But still, you hafta realize dat Jamaica is not
always a paradise, open ya eyes to da real
life situations dat exist… but realize dese
situations are relative.”
Jamaicans are aware of the problems in their
country. However, Richard wants me to keep
in mind that violence, crime, and disparity
exist worldwide.
Although conditions in
Jamaica need improvement, most citizens
are confident that the country will change for
the better. For now, Richard believes that the
best thing to do is to just keep living.
“We know we are troubled - dere are social
problems and prejudices – but we hafta keep
going cos so many people have already gone
through it an’ survived,” he says. “At di end
of da day, Jamaica is still my home… an’
nowhere is as good as home.”
Despite being only 19, Richard has
developed an insightful outlook on life. By
the time church ends Sunday afternoon, I
understand the source of his hope and
confidence.
Religion is the anchor in Jamaican society.
The island is home to over 1600 churches, a
Guinness world record for the most per
square kilometer. Religion has seeped in to
almost all aspects

of daily life. Many Christians are heavily
involved in their church community
throughout the week. By Sunday morning,
Richard has already been to Youth
Fellowship, a couple of meetings, and a
church concert.
Still, Richard arrives at
church just after seven on Sunday for the
early-morning service.
The service is unlike any that I have
attended. The minister charges the sermon
with his infectious passion for life. Both men
and women sway and clap to Jamaican
hymns. All around me, deep, powerful voices
ring out in a praise chorus.
After it ends, we have a short coffee break
before we have to return for a second
service.
The sanctuary has become a tropical sauna
but the Jamaicans don’t seem to mind the
heat. Worship brings out their energy. The
second service is more contemporary, and is
filled with less traditional music, drums,
tambourines and cries of “Hallelujah.” This
service reminds me of a reggae-gospel song
that the Jamaicans have been playing all
week. DJ Nicholas sings, “What a church full
of fire. What a church full of life!”
When I get home from church late that
afternoon, I find the postcard that I bought at
the souvenir shop. I smile at the photos of
the resorts, the Rastafarian motifs and the
motto: “Jamaica, No Problem.” For most
tourists, Jamaica offers a place to forget
about worries, but the country has introduced
me to an abundance of social problems. Yet,
I’ve met people with a remarkable optimism
and faith. Suddenly, it seems clear to me
why so many Jamaicans are religious; at
church, they are able to escape their troubles
and celebrate life together. It is here that
they embrace the true meaning of the saying,
“Jamaica, no problem.
Ellen Keith is a self-confessed nomad, with a passion for
history, the Netherlands, and all things Latin. She spent
2012 backpacking alone through South America, and writes
about her experiences as a solo female traveler on her
blog: http://www.la-viajera.com. She's working on
her M.F.A. in creative writing through the University of British
Columbia, and is about to move to Amsterdam.

Safari adventures in South Africa
by Jim Dixon
I was 5 when I first showed an interest in
wildlife, so my parents tell me. I adored
watching ants on the steps to our back door,
searching for the toad in the leaves blown
into the corner of the coal house and
watching for grass snakes coiled up in the
bottom of the hedges in our orchard.
I
adored the nature programs on TV,
especially Private Lives and Look! I was
fascinated with the wildlife of the Serengeti,
Aldabra, Sumatra and the Indian jungles.
Most of all, I loved the wild animals and
landscapes of Africa.
I was lucky later in life to travel as part of my
career to some of the best places for wild
birds and wild places. I worked for a decade

in bird conservation, making the case for
wildlife in the European Union institutions
and with international agencies like the World
Bank and United Nations.
I travelled with
some of the World’s best natural scientists
and conservationists. I sought out tigers at
Ranthambore National Park with the
inspirational superintendent J V Reddy, and I
watched the world’s largest flying bird, the
great bustard, in Spain with the best
European scientists working on their
conservation.
I watched the migration of thousands of
common cranes in Hungary and was
transfixed by the red-backed shrikes,
hoopoes and nightingales of central France.
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I travelled, too, to India, Australia and most of
the great landscapes of the United States.
But in over half a century I had never been to
the place I had been absorbed with all my
life, Africa.
We wanted our son to see Africa and so
when he was nine, we joined an Explore
family tour to the Kruger National Park in
South Africa. In my business, Kruger is one
of the most famous national parks in the
World and one of the oldest, founded as the
Sabi Game Reserve in 1896 and attaining full
national park status in 1926. Reputed, as
most large places are, to be the size of
Wales, it is a large game reserve with a
reputation to match.
Our guide, Graeme, took delight in helping
the whole of the group learn about all of the
wildlife over our three-day exploration of
Kruger. For the birders in the party, he sought
out and confirmed the identification of the
various rollers, kingfishers and birds of prey
we ticked off in our ‘Roberts Bird Guide’.
We had a magical and unplanned early
morning visit to Lake Panic, a wetland that
was home to a myriad of water birds such as
the egrets, painted storks and Goliath
herons. We watched the jacanas skitter on
the lily pads and in the first light of dawn,
plumes of steam rose from the slumbering
hippos stirring from their night submerged in
the lake. Silhouetted against the rising sun,
an African darter sat on a dead tree, wings
outstretched to dry its feathers. ‘It’s batman’
cried a voice from one of the younger boys in
our group.
Graeme’s infectious enthusiasm was
matched with his strong opinions on the way
the land was managed in Kruger and the
protection given to the most poached animals
like the Rhinos. Even in this fortified and
heavily wardened reserve, one of the premier
game reserves of Africa,gangs of heavily
armed poachers flew in by helicopter,
identified their target and shot the animals,
hacking off the horns for sale in the Far East
for a reputed $100,000 each.
When Graeme’s fervour got overheated, the
more experienced Grant would steer him to a
more measured path.

Grant had been a stockbroker in the
Johannesburg Stock Exchange for 20 years,
but he wore his worldly experience lightly,
offering only advice to Graeme when invited
and dealing patiently with all of our questions
on life in South Africa.
Graeme’s training meant that he was
authoritative in spotting and explaining the
lives of everything we saw, including all the
animals of the African bush. For me, the
animal I most wanted to see was the giraffe I
had been entranced by in the nature
programs as a child.
Giraffes have similarities to other African
cloven hoof animals, but they are patently
different as every child knows placing pairs of
toy animals on the ramp on their wooden ark.
Pablo Picasso said ‘God is really only
another artist. He invented the giraffe, the
elephant and the cat. He has no real style,
He just goes on trying other things. They are
both improbably constructed but also the
most elegant of all animals fantastically
adapted to their home environment. We
watched them feeding at the tops of trees
and loved seeing the ox-peckers searching in
their coats. We thought they looked as
though they were made of carpets, complete
with tasseled edge.
A great hit with a car-load of teenagers was
an encounter with two young giraffes getting
increasingly angry with each other and
whacking each other with their necks. The
great heads swung round tyrannosaur-like
with a great ‘thwack’ as one neck landed a
blow on the other. This went on for some
time until a third female giraffe appeared.
Graeme explained she was the cause of the
fighting and then the giraffes disappeared
into the giraffe-high scrub.
It is quite
amazing how large animals nearly 20ft high
and weighing three tons can ‘disappear’ in
such a short distance of African scrub.
Our encounters with the wildlife and people
of South Africa did not disappoint at all. It left
me with a love of the place and a desire to
return. Central to the success of our family
visit was the Explore package which went
much more than a seamless set of travel
arrangements.
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Our guides, Graeme and Grant were expert
and fantastic at enthusing children with
e v e r y t h i n g a b o u t t h e c o u n t r y. T h e i r
knowledge and passion for the life of this
fast-changing but ancient country left us all
enthused by the place.

Jim has worked in conservation and countryside
management all of his working life and has had a love of
nature for as long as he can remember. He has travelled
extensively across all of Europe, much of the US and Asia
and to New Zealand and Australia. He is a regular blogger
and has contributed scholarly and more popular articles in
many professional publications. More recently he has
started writing for a wider audience with regular columns in
countryside magazines where he explores the relationship
of people and the landscape. http://www.jdpeakscapes.co.uk

