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No one who looks into a gorilla’s eyes—intelligent, gentle, vulnerable—can remain unchanged, for the gap between ape and human vanishes; we know that the gorilla still lives within us. Do gorillas also recognize this ancient connection?

—George B. Schaller, October 1995 “Gentle Gorillas, Turbulent Times,” National Geographic


Foreword

Walking with Gorillas is the story of a very remarkable woman. I first met Gladys when she came to one of my lectures in London in 1993, and we had the opportunity to talk—albeit briefly—afterward. It was immediately apparent that there was something special about this vibrant Ugandan woman—a sense of purpose and love for her work were strikingly apparent.

After that first meeting, we crossed paths from time to time, and I followed her career with increasing interest. In some ways her trajectory was not unlike my own, but hers was a more difficult path. She had been interested in animals from an early age, and was even teased by her schoolmates for believing that animals were sentient beings—most Ugandans were very like the professors at Cambridge University who told me, in 1962, that the chimpanzees I was studying should be numbered not named, and that only humans had personalities, minds capable of problem solving, and above all, emotions such as contentment, sadness, frustration, anger, and grief. Luckily, I knew this was not true—I’d had a wonderful teacher as a child—my dog, Rusty!

Gladys felt the same. From the start she wanted to be a wildlife veterinarian—and like me she had a supportive mother, who encouraged her to follow her dreams. And this she did, even through very difficult times in Uganda. During the reign of Idi Amin she learned about the dark side of human nature as many of her family and friends were killed, including her father, who was kidnapped and murdered, when she was just two years old. I learned about our dark side, during World War II, but I did not have to take refuge in a foreign country as she did, and I only lost one close family member, my much-loved uncle, shot down over Egypt.

Despite this, and still following her dream, Gladys succeeded in becoming an excellent veterinarian. And like me she was eventually able to work with apes: I studied chimpanzees, while she became very committed to mountain gorillas.

Early on in her gorilla work, she realized the importance of working with local communities, increasing their ability to earn a living without destroying the environment and poaching animals, including gorillas, through her initiatives such as Gorilla Conservation Coffee—just as I initiated the Jane Goodall Institute (JGI)’s method of community-based conservation around Gombe National Park. Under Gladys’s guidance, poachers became Rangers, trained to protect the gorillas. And she realized the importance of improving education and health facilities for communities living near Gorilla habitat. In many ways the programs that she helped with resemble Tacare—JGI’s method of community-based conservation.

A defining moment in Gladys’s career came when she discovered that gorillas were suffering from some diseases that had been contracted as a result of human contact, highlighting the danger human disease posed for these close relatives of ours. So she became a strong voice in Uganda to advocate the One Health approach that is now operating in many parts of the world. There is little use protecting gorillas—or chimpanzees—if they then catch a human disease and die—therefore it is important to ensure the best possible health facilities for local communities—and their livestock—in order to do as much as possible to prevent the emergence of new zoonotic diseases, such as COVID-19. Gladys was able to create a partnership between the Uganda government’s Ministry of Health and the Uganda Wildlife Authority, which helped her to develop her plan.

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic posed a real problem because the great apes are very susceptible to respiratory diseases, especially influenza. To minimize the risk, all gorilla and chimpanzee tourism in Uganda was temporarily stopped. This was clearly a wise decision as gorillas in the San Diego and Prague zoos became infected with the disease. In a captive situation it is relatively easy to isolate and treat patients, but an outbreak among wild gorillas would be a different matter.

Unfortunately the lack of tourists created another problem: many of the villagers who had relied on the tourist industry for their livelihoods, either as guides or in the hospitality business, suddenly found their source of income had dried up and some of them turned to poaching in order to survive. But Gladys, who had played a key role in developing gorilla tourism after the war, was—as one might expect—able to come up with a solution. She initiated a program to encourage small-scale family farming, and to increase the potential of making money from crops such as coffee. In other words, to reduce the villagers’ reliance on tourism.

It is hardly surprising that this remarkable woman has been the recipient of countless awards and prizes. Her story is amazing, and I recommend this book to everyone interested in conservation, alleviating poverty, and the role of women in society. But perhaps most important, it is a truly inspiring story of how one determined and dedicated woman overcame many setbacks and faced many dangers to follow and realize her dream. She has made a huge difference to conservation in Uganda, and she is an inspiring example to young—and not so young—people everywhere.

—Jane Goodall, PhD, DBE and UN Messenger of Peace


Preface

I have always wanted to be around animals and growing up, I cannot remember a time when there were no pets at home. My elder brother Apollo Katerega, who was ten years older than me, also liked animals, especially dogs and was always bringing stray dogs and cats home. I was the last born of six children. My sister, Veronica Nakibule, who I followed, was five years older than me so we were just outside each other’s age bracket for playing. Thus the pets at home became my main companions, and we developed a strong bond.

Along the way I eventually fulfilled my lifelong dream to not only become a veterinarian, but a wildlife veterinarian. In 1996, I began taking care of the critically endangered mountain gorillas of Uganda. Since then, they’ve increased in number from six hundred and fifty to 1,063 individuals in Uganda, Rwanda, and Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). There are no mountain gorillas surviving in zoos outside their range countries, and their only hope is keeping the populations thriving where they are naturally found.

The gorillas have shaped my life’s calling since I first studied them as a student at the Royal Veterinary College, University of London. I’ve treated them as the first full-time wildlife veterinarian in Uganda, and supported them as Founder and Chief Executive Officer of a grassroots NGO and nonprofit, Conservation Through Public Health, more commonly known as “CTPH,” that promotes biodiversity conservation through not only improving the health of gorillas and other wildlife, but also the health and well-being of the people and livestock with whom they share their fragile habitats.

When CNN came to interview me for African Voices in 2014, I was honored and elated that wildlife conservation was becoming as important as other pressing issues in Africa, which still has the highest population growth rates and poorest people in the world with least access to health and other social services.

During the interview, one family of gorillas that I have worked with for twenty years came to the park offices for us to introduce themselves to the rest of the world through CNN. Zain Verjee, who is one of the most engaging interviewers I have ever met, was fascinated and amused by the Mubare gorilla group and was truly impressed with the dedication and efforts of the park staff who look after them and the surrounding community who have decided to coexist with the gorillas rather than hunt them. That day, Zain challenged me to start writing a book. And so I have, despite immense challenges along the way.

This memoir is about a conservation-focused journey that led me from making veterinary calls on the gorillas to building teams that make medical calls on people who share a fragile habitat with the mountain gorillas. I started out at the age of twenty-six, very eager as the first veterinarian employed by Uganda National Parks (which later became Uganda Wildlife Authority), primarily to look after the gorillas. But I couldn’t ignore the poverty around me. My heart went out to the Bwindi community and their children whose smiles and waves always melted my heart as I climbed the steep hills to get to my gorilla patients. It did not take long for me to realize that it was not really possible to ensure the survival of gorillas, other wildlife, and critical ecosystems in Africa without helping their human neighbors.

During my walk with gorillas, I started improving the health of people and animals together with a “One Health”1 approach. When COVID-19 reached my country, CTPH swung into action to protect the gorillas and people. After all, we had spent years establishing an approach to reduce the impact of contagious diseases. In the process of training other vets I got COVID-19 and developed severe symptoms. Thanks to talented Ugandan doctors working in under-resourced healthcare systems in Africa I miraculously survived. This frightening experience made me think more deeply about my legacy.

I invite you to enjoy reading about my incredible journey as a Ugandan woman whose mission to save gorillas has led me down many different and interesting paths, hopefully resulting in a better future for one of our closest living relatives as well as other important biodiversity, and ultimately ourselves.


1One Health is a multidisciplinary approach with the goal of improving health for all living things: animals, people, plants in our shared planet.




PART I

Becoming a Conservationist


Chapter 1

Early Years

I was the last-born child in a family of six, entering the world on Thursday, January 8, 1970, at Mulago Hospital in Kampala; I was a bit of a surprise for my parents and siblings, but I was loved. At the time of my birth, Mulago Hospital was one of the best hospitals in Africa. But after Idi Amin came to power a year later, it became known as a place of horror where many doctors were abducted and murdered, and was made famous in the film The Last King of Scotland, depicting Amin’s bloodthirsty dictatorship.

I came from a family of political leaders dedicated to creating a Uganda where its people could thrive and live in peace and harmony. My maternal grandfather, Martin Luther Nsibirwa, had been the prime minister of the Kingdom of Buganda between 1929 and 1941 and again in 1945. Buganda—the kingdom of the Baganda people—is a subnational kingdom within Uganda comprising of all of the country’s central region, including the capital Kampala. Uganda was a British protectorate at the time. Tragically he was assassinated on September 5, 1945; he was sixty-two years old. My mother, Rhoda Kalema, only sixteen at the time, along with the Baganda people, blamed his assassination on those who objected to my grandfather acquiring land from influential chiefs to expand Makerere College into a University—the University of East Africa. Unbeknownst to the assassins, the parliament had passed the land acquisition bill on September 4, 1945, just the day before my grandfather died.

Yet his legacy to create more opportunities for Ugandans lived on both in my mother and the man she married, William Wilberforce Kalema. In 1962, my father joined Uganda’s first parliament after independence from the British, and together with my mother became part of the Uganda People’s Congress. Both of them were passionate and committed to helping Uganda grow. In 1964, my father became a senior government minister in President Obote’s administration. Little did I know how this would impact my own life and that the shadow of assassination would rise again soon after my birth.

The decade of my birth was a terrifying and volatile one for many Ugandans dominated by civil war and dictatorship. In January 1971, the then president Milton Obote, was overthrown in a coup d’état by General Idi Amin of the Ugandan Army while my father was with the president at a Commonwealth Heads of Government meeting in Singapore. At the time, my father was responsible for Commerce and Industry as a Senior Cabinet Minister. He was passionate about developing the local industries in Uganda and encouraged Ugandans to participate in the economic development of their country and build a brighter future. Prior to that, my father was Minister of Communications, Works and Housing, and led goodwill missions to several countries in the Far East and Eastern Europe, where he negotiated gifts and lucrative trade deals that would benefit the country and its people. This included the Mandela National Stadium, built by the Chinese government and later named after the former South African president, Nelson Mandela, someone who my father greatly admired. Though President Obote remained in exile in Tanzania, my father returned to Uganda in February 1971 to be with his family.

Soon after Amin began his reign of terror as Uganda’s president, his attention turned toward my family. On January 20, 1972, nearly two weeks after my second birthday, my father left our house at 6:45 p.m. and was never seen again. He had been abducted and murdered by Amin’s soldiers. He was only forty-five years old; seventeen years younger than my grandfather when he was assassinated. It seemed as if history was repeating itself with a father leaving behind a young family.

This tragic event shaped my early years, and I developed a strong bond with my mother, Rhoda, who at just forty-two became a single mother to six children living in a hostile environment. Like her, I had lost my father at a tender age, but unlike her I did not have the benefit of getting to know my father. My grandfather had taken a great interest in her education, which was unusual in Uganda in the 1930s where girls were not expected to pursue higher education. Yet for him, education was important, so important that he lost his life because of it.

With her husband’s assassination echoing her own father’s, my mother’s hopes and dreams destroyed in the cruelest possible manner, she decided to leave politics behind, for her sake as well as her children’s. I recall how my brother, Peter Martin, was traumatized by our father’s loss as he blamed himself because when he’d set off from home to visit friends, he had seen two vehicles with men in dark glasses parked outside our gate. Peter hadn’t realized that they had come for our father. When he returned home, it was to the news that our father had vanished.

My mother acted quickly to protect us and sent my two older siblings, Katerega and Veronica, to stay with her younger sister, Auntie Gladys Wambuzi, who I was named after. Although my aunt only lived a few miles away, my mother wished for them to have a normal school routine, and they only came home at the weekends to join family and friends in mourning. Because of my age, I remained with my mother. Thankfully, my eldest siblings, Betty and William, were already studying outside Uganda at Nairobi University in Kenya and Cambridge University in England, respectively. Peter, who followed William, was able to spirit away to Reading University in England.

The full year after my father’s murder, my mother desperately waited to retrieve his body. Tragically, she was given many false promises, but my father’s body was never found.

We had just moved to the suburb of Nakasero, an affluent part of Kampala, to a spacious three-bedroomed bungalow when my father was killed. Now my mother became the only breadwinner of the family and started making clothes, including school uniforms for friends’ children. Instead of fleeing Uganda, she decided to stay in the country despite the hardships and threats she endured under Amin’s rule. Like her father and her husband, my mother was passionate about creating a Uganda where all could prosper. Her courage and bravery are qualities I appreciate now. From her I developed a strong urge to continue my father’s dream of developing Uganda. It became a driving force in my life.

Being the youngest of my siblings, who were between five to nineteen years older than me, meant that I did not often get the opportunity to be with children my own age, so when I did, I took full advantage of it. Consequently, I loved school.

When my sister Veronica was eight, she returned from my Aunty Gladys’s house to live with us again and when I turned five, I joined her school. I recall one specific memory from my primary school when my sister’s friends decided to play a cruel April Fool joke on her. Idi Amin’s children also attended Kitante Primary School and they told Veronica that I had been fighting with one of his children. Terrified, she rushed from the senior end of the school to chastise me. I was shocked by her accusation. The mere notion of the consequences of doing such a thing horrified me. When she discovered that it wasn’t true, she was so relieved that she started crying. She did not know how she would have explained this to our mother, after what had happened to our father. My cousin Nakato Kiwana recollected how prayers were held for children whose fathers had disappeared or “not returned home.” When President Amin’s children joined the school, the headmaster warned the students not to get into conflict with them. Those were terrifying times for us all, as Amin’s reputation as the “Butcher of Uganda”1 grew.

One way that I could escape from this cloud of terror was through our animals at home. We always had dogs and one of them, Poppy, liked sleeping under my pram, earning me the nickname “Poppy” from my godfather, Uncle Sam Wambuzi.

My older brother Katerega was also an animal lover. Once he too returned from my Aunty Gladys’s, he started bringing stray animals home. The first one I remembered as a child was a stray pygmy cat called Pilli, who became my favorite. She was absolutely tiny and never grew beyond the size of a kitten. Unfortunately, the dogs often chased Pilli and one day, killed her; I was devastated by this loss.

I had grown up in a culture that believed that animals did not have souls, yet, in spite of my cultural programming, I disagreed that animals were non-sentient. Something deep inside me knew that they had as much soul as any human, and I mourned them in the same way.

I was also able to recruit others to my cause, namely the children who lived next door, Flavia Mpanga and her sister, Susie, who became lifelong friends. They often remind me how I made them participate in my pets’ funerals where I would cry as I recited a prayer while we buried them in the ground with a cross.

However, the defining moment for me arrived with our new neighbors, the Cuban Ambassador to Uganda, His Excellency, Franco and his wife. They lived in the house opposite ours and became friends with my mother, often coming to visit her.

Not long after moving in, they acquired a pet vervet monkey named Poncho, who liked to sit on our gate and stare down at me. I was fascinated by his fingers and fingernails that looked exactly like mine—so human. When I wasn’t looking, Poncho would jump down into our compound and start pulling the cats’ and dogs’ tails. Sometimes Poncho would steal bananas from the kitchen window. When you chased after him, he would jump over the gate and run back home.

One day when I was practicing the piano, I felt like I was not alone, and realized that Poncho was watching me, intently, through the window. Having begun to understand how playful and intelligent Poncho was, I decided to leave the room and left the door slightly ajar to see if he would try and imitate me. Sure enough, Poncho climbed onto the stool and played one note with one finger! I was so excited that I rushed into the room, and of course Poncho ran away, back through the window to his home across the road. He was my first venture into studying primates.

By the age of twelve I had decided to become a veterinarian. When any of our animals were sick, I would insist on missing classes to accompany my mother to the small-animal clinic, a ten-minute drive away in Wandegeya. I hated seeing animals suffering and was determined to dedicate my life to making them better.

Most people in Uganda do not consider veterinary medicine a worthwhile career because people don’t place much value on pets in a developing country with so much human suffering. In spite of this, I was fortunate to have a mother who understood my passion and encouraged me to follow my dreams.

I was also very fortunate that my mother had the means to send me to schools outside of Uganda, where she could continue to keep me and my siblings safe. At the age of seven, I attended my first boarding school—Greensteds School in neighboring Kenya. Though I missed my mother terribly, I enjoyed the fun learning environment, which was like a holiday camp. It was my first time in an international school with equal representation of children originating from Africa, Europe, and Asia, and gave me the opportunity for my leadership skills to develop in a multiethnic environment. I played the queen in the school play “Sleeping Beauty” and won the form prize.

When Idi Amin was overthrown in 1979, it was safe for me to return to Uganda and at the age of ten, I joined another boarding school, Kabale Preparatory School, which was tougher, but also nurturing, and located in a region I was to return to when I started my walk with gorillas. In the same year, my mother joined a new political party—the Uganda Patriotic Movement, which later became the current ruling party, the National Resistance Movement. I treasured the few times she was able to visit and take me out of school for lunch during her political rallies in Kabale. However, I didn’t realize her life was in danger until one day when my teacher, Miss Kigorogoro, gave me a big hug and told me that my mother had been released from jail. I was so shaken that I cried. I had not known that while I was away from home she had been arrested. My family had wanted to shield me. This was the second of three arrests over the years as she got more heavily engaged in politics.

My boarding school education spanned countries and continents, including the UK, where at twelve I learned to thrive in an environment as a minority and the only black person in my year. It was there while at Dollar Academy in Scotland that I first discovered racism, after a boy in my class called me “nigger.” It was a rude awakening after my shielded upbringing in Uganda, and thankfully my British dorm mates who also lived outside the UK reported to the matron and he was reprimanded. Although my sister Veronica and cousins who also attended school in the UK also faced isolated incidences of discrimination, most students were very friendly. Dollar Academy made us believe that anything is possible. Veronica followed her dream and got into Princeton University to study computer science and electrical engineering.

My time in Scotland also showed me how much people valued their pets. This gave me the confidence a few years later to apply to study veterinary medicine at universities in the UK. I spent many school holidays in Aberdeen at the home of my parents’ friends who they had met as students at the University of Edinburgh in Scotland, Professor Arnold Klopper, who was Afrikaans, and his wife, Mary Klopper, who was British South African. They had left South Africa because they were opposed to the apartheid regime. Their friendship began when my father, who was heading the African Students Union at Edinburgh University, reached out to Mary after Nelson Mandela was first arrested in South Africa in 1956.

After two years in Scotland, I returned home to attend King’s College Budo, the third school and first coeducational school to be built in Uganda by the Church Missionary Society in 1906. My parents had met there as teenagers and all my siblings had attended. I was excited to keep up the family tradition, but I was a rebellious teenager and felt the school was too restrictive and claustrophobic. In my final year, age sixteen, my friends and I decided to leave the grounds without permission to go on a day trip to Kampala. Our grand plan went askew and we were caught in our adventure. Not only was I banned from joining a school trip to the national park, which broke my heart, I was also given an indefinite suspension. This meant that although I could take my exams as an external student, living in a teacher’s home, I was also separated from my dormitory mates. Yet, being suspended proved a blessing in disguise as I’m sure I spent more time studying than I would have if I’d been distracted by my friends. When I received my exam results, I was delighted to be among the top five Budo students. This helped to pave the way for me to attend the school of my choice and follow my dream of becoming a veterinarian.

Going to as many as six schools in three countries during my primary and secondary school years opened my mind to different ways of learning and taught me to relate with people from different cultures and backgrounds, some of whom became lifelong friends.

While my decision to become a veterinarian never wavered, it was the last school that cemented my career path.


Chapter 2

The Birth of a Conservationist

The 1970s was a devastating era for Ugandan wildlife, particularly that of the African elephant and rhino, both hunted by poachers for their ivory and horn. Conservation was of little concern to Idi Amin, who himself started killing animals in the national parks where hunting was not permitted, and encouraged people to enrich themselves from the ivory trade. The once bountiful herds of the national parks dwindled to the point of extinction, and in the case of the rhino, became extinct in Uganda in 1985.

However, even during this dark period in Ugandan history, there was a source of light; hope brought about by the courage and bravery of two visionary men, Dr. Eric Edroma and Mr. Kenneth Lukyamuzi. Dr. Edroma later gave me my first job when he was the executive director of Uganda National Parks and shared the story of how they started the first local conservation NGO. Both men approached Idi Amin to set up a national wildlife club for children, knowing that one of the few things that he cared about was children and their education. They used this as a way to encourage Amin’s interest in conservation. Hence in 1975, the Wildlife Clubs of Uganda was born.

My own introduction to the Wildlife Clubs of Uganda was far less dramatic and began out of boredom during the long school holidays. I was seventeen at the time and waiting to start my A levels. I remember feeling restless and eventually asked my mother to take me to visit the Wildlife Clubs of Uganda.

It was a small but vibrant office in the Ministry of Tourism, Wildlife and Antiquities in Kampala. The first person I met was the General Secretary, Mr. Charles Birigenda, who offered me an opportunity to volunteer.

One day, a park warden, Fred Katego, came to visit the offices and told us about the newly discovered mountain gorillas in the southwestern part of Uganda in a forest reserve called Bwindi Impenetrable Forest. I became intrigued with his story and asked him how I could visit the mountain gorillas. He told me that the mountain gorillas were not under the management of the national parks and were still wild, and not habituated to human presence. Yet the dream remained—I had many hurdles to jump and mountains to climb before that dream became a reality.

After the holidays, I started at my new school, Kibuli Secondary School.

The headmaster, Mr. Kawasi, was passionate about teaching and took the time to get to know each of us. He appointed me to head the Students’ Council, which really helped to build my leadership skills.

My new school brought with it the opportunity to revive the school’s Wildlife Club.

I felt inspired and motivated by my new project and started off by setting up a birdfeeder outside Mr. Kawasi’s office. I hoped by appreciating the beauty and variety of birds we had, Mr. Kawasi would also come to appreciate the benefits of reviving the wildlife club. We held school debates covering various topics about the value of wildlife and the need to conserve it.

I took my duties as head of the school wildlife club very seriously and when I attended my cousin’s wedding in Nairobi, I visited the Kenya Wildlife Club offices there to learn ways I could help develop the school’s wildlife club back home. I was greatly inspired by their programs and dedication to conservation and even convinced my mother to give me a loan so that I could pay them to design and print stickers for our Kibuli Secondary School Wildlife Club before returning to Uganda. The stickers had a giraffe in a circle with the words HELP TO UPLIFT OUR ENVIRONMENTS. It was my first significant foray into conservation and raising awareness about the importance of preserving and protecting wildlife.

Once back home, I redoubled my efforts and after much persuasion, the club finally managed to convince the headmaster to organize a school trip to Queen Elizabeth National Park, which had been established in 1952 when Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip visited Uganda.

We traveled by Uganda Railway. To my surprise when the train arrived, people rushed to get aboard and we had to quickly appoint two of the strongest students to jump in and book seats in the economy class for all thirty students and two teachers.

When the eight-hour journey finally began, the train kept stopping whenever the driver wanted to and often where there was freshly cooked local food, which was more appetizing than the bland and boring omelets served on the train. We all ventured to sample the local food, which was delicious. Not surprisingly, the train also started without warning, but because it moved slowly there was enough time to jump on before it picked up speed—definitely something I had never experienced while traveling on British Rail!

From the windows of the moving train, I reveled in the stunning green and changing landscape of Uganda from lowland plains to rolling hills to the vast savanna. I also came face-to-face with a level of poverty I had never seen before where one woman kept hiding in the toilet with a big bunch of matoke, savory bananas—the staple food of Uganda, whenever the conductor came to check the tickets. Though the students made fun of her, I could not help but admire her pluck to get on a train without money and make it to the other end without getting caught.

Finally, after 340 kilometers, we arrived in Kasese at six in the evening. To my great relief, we found a truck waiting for us, kindly sent by the park’s chief warden.

Tired, we all clambered into the truck and stood for an hour on the fifty-kilometer drive to Mweya, the park headquarters. Eager to spot wildlife in the dusk, we saw only a few old ambling buffalo and some antelope that we could not identify.

The following day a warden came and explained that there used to be many animals, but sadly they had declined due to the excessive poaching during Amin’s regime, and now there were very few. So few in fact, that he could even arrange for us to go on a walking safari.

As we walked on our safari the next day, as promised, we did not come across any dangerous animals. Even as I felt relief not to have to fear attack from leopards or lions, I felt saddened by how greed had devastated Uganda’s wildlife. But we enjoyed being in the wilderness among the acacia and euphorbia trees. We spotted a few small antelope, oribi, that jumped when you got too close and warthogs running with their tails in the air. I was particularly fascinated by the Uganda kob, a medium-sized antelope, only found in Uganda and Sudan with a unique mating ritual called a lek, where males have to fight for exclusive access to the females in a territory. They battle it out by tangling their horns and jumping toward each other, until one of them concedes by laying his head on the ground. We enjoyed the distinct song of many species of birds, which filled the air as we walked.

Nighttime was spent in front of the campfire talking about the animals we had seen—it was a magical time for me and a turning point in my life, where I decided to become not just a veterinarian, but one who works with wildlife. I had no idea that was an occupation that simply didn’t exist in Uganda at the time. The three days we spent there went by in a flash and all too soon it was time to return to Kampala. We made the most of our drive back to the train station eagerly scouring the land for wildlife, particularly the big cats. Although we did not spot any leopards or lions, we did catch sight of elephants, which lifted our hearts.

The journey back became memorable when we heard a very loud rattling sound and saw a huge plume of dust coming up from the train, which suddenly stopped—the train had derailed! We were stuck in the middle of nowhere with no way of informing parents. Somehow, the problem was resolved and we resumed the journey, arriving in Kampala six hours later than planned.

We found my mother and sister, Veronica, waiting anxiously for us. But many parents had gone back home. I immediately asked my family to help drive students to the school. By the time I went home, I was exhausted, but exhilarated.

This trip had been truly exciting and rewarding in so many ways. Yet it would be some years later before I realized the full impact of that school trip and running the Wildlife Club.

As my time at Kibuli Secondary School came to an end, I found that the hardest part of starting something new was letting go. Yet, knowing that this was unavoidable, I passed the baton on to other devoted members of the wildlife club. Twenty-five years later, I became the Board Chairperson of the Wildlife Clubs of Uganda.

At nineteen, a new adventure awaited me after leaving High School, but it wasn’t without its obstacles. Having studied at Dollar Academy in Scotland, I was aware of the importance animals had in British society and preferred to do my university training there. However, setting up the wildlife club was so absorbing and exciting for me that it took up most of my time and my study time suffered. Consequently, I got a B in biology, C in chemistry, and D in physics. This would have been sufficient to get me into Makerere University in Uganda, but the UK veterinary schools would accept nothing less than a B grade in all three subjects.

I received this devastating news about my grades while I was in the United States visiting my brother William and his family who lived in Wilmington, Delaware. I called my mother and sister, who refused to believe the problem was insurmountable. Their belief in me seemed boundless. I found a college in UK, where I could re-sit my exams, and my family funded the course.

Soon, I found myself traveling to Oxford and D’Overbroecks College. My time in Oxford was tough both academically and on a personal level where I had to learn to look after myself and get around on my own. Though I was wobbly on a bike, I quickly found that the most convenient means to get around the city. I bought a bicycle for forty pounds, which I sold for ten pounds to the same person when I left Oxford.

After sitting two sets of A level exams and getting five As and one B, it was more than enough to get into my first choice, the Royal Veterinary College, University of London.

It was now January 1990, and I had eight months to go before starting university. While I stayed with cousins in London in the meantime, I decided to earn a living before going back to Uganda for the summer holidays, which was an adventure in itself! First, I tried working at a fast-food restaurant, only managing one day at McDonald’s—clearly not a good fit.

Next, I decided to seek work in a clothing store. I got my first lucky break working in a boutique near Bond Street on South Moulton Street that sold very trendy clothes. I even got to meet the famous singer Annie Lennox, who shopped at the store. Unfortunately, the shop closed three weeks after I started working there. It was short, but gave me the opportunity to develop my selling skills and I grew in confidence while there. Encouraged by my new skills, I landed a job at the famous and exclusive department store, Liberty, in the heart of the West End. There I learned how to engage and speak to people I did not know, and acquired marketing and sales skills that would prove invaluable later on in life. I got an opportunity to practice these skills when I returned home that summer holiday and worked in a craft shop at the Sheraton Hotel in Kampala.

I also used the time to travel for one month around Europe on a train with my good friend from Kings College Budo, Cathy Sebukima. We had a budget of twenty British pounds per country and had to spend some nights in trains from one city to another. We visited France, Italy, Portugal, Spain, Switzerland, Austria, what was then Yugoslavia, and Germany. I experienced both kindness and crime. One time, my handbag was stolen in Barcelona after someone sat next to me in the train station, which left me without money. My next stop in Venice, someone kindly let me ride in a gondola for free. Thankfully, I was able to call my guardian, Mary Klopper, who wired some money to me and enabled us to continue the trip.

As we continued to explore Europe, I was amazed at how similar some of the countries were to Uganda, such as the former Yugoslavia, where the food markets were identical. There was even a similar incident to the one I had witnessed when taking students on the wildlife club trip to Queen Elizabeth National Park. Just as the lady had hidden on the train with her bananas, a man hid in the toilet to avoid paying for his fare. More than anything, this trip taught me that there were far more similarities than differences between cultures.

Finally, it was time to come back to London, which would be my home for the next few years. I was ready for my next adventure: The Royal Veterinary College, London beckoned.


Chapter 3

The World of Veterinary Medicine

I couldn’t sleep the night before my first day of university. I definitely made an impression on the receptionist when I arrived laden with three suitcases at the entrance of my new Hall of Residence, Canterbury Hall in Cartwright Gardens. He looked at me and my suitcases, stating, “The rooms aren’t that big, you know!” Thankfully, my room on the second floor was large enough to accommodate me and my suitcases.

There were eighty students enrolled in my year, 60 percent of whom were women. There were very few people of color, and I was the only woman of African origin. Michael Sento was from Botswana, and Renata de Rosayro was from the Caribbean.

The course was both hard and demanding. At the time, veterinary medicine was one of the most competitive degrees to study. Consequently, I soon discovered that everyone was among the top of their class in their schools. We frequently had exams, and those who excelled were those who worked harder than the rest.

Yet, now I had finally made it, I wanted to experience university life fully. Soon I was knee deep in a host of social activities—I tried to go to all the parties I was invited to, and to also get engaged in sports. I joined the mountaineering club and rowing club, but when winter came, I soon gave that up as I couldn’t cope with the cold.

I made friends with students in the dorms who were residents at Canterbury Hall, including Sonia de Brun from South Africa who was studying at the London School of Economics. Two years earlier my brother Katerega had tragically died from epileptic fits. He had studied at the London School of Economics a decade earlier. When Sonia brought me to the events at her university, I felt connected to my older brother again. At these events I met other African students who reminded me of my parents: they were interested in politics and social justice and aspired to become political leaders in their countries.

I recall one particular day when they started singing, “Martin Luther King makes me proud to be black, Malcolm X makes me proud to be black, Nelson Mandela makes me proud to be black, Idi Amin makes me proud to be black!” Shocked, I immediately stood up and said, “Not all charismatic black leaders are good people,” and related the terrible horrors Idi Amin had inflicted on my family and Uganda as a whole.

Needless to say, trying to keep up with it all eventually became too much for me, and I failed my first-year exams. It was very humbling for me and I had to spend the summer studying to retake the exams. It led to a lot of soul-searching, and I discovered the book The Power of Positive Thinking by Norman Vincent Peale. This helped me feel closer to God and focus on what I felt was my chosen calling. I was elated when I passed my exams.

However, I had another hurdle to overcome: how to pay for my veterinary education.

I applied to the Kulika Charitable Trust and traveled to their offices in London for an interview. When they asked how I would handle large animals, I tried my best to convince them that technique is more important than strength. A few weeks later I received a letter with good news that they would be sponsoring my whole course. I was overjoyed. When I told my mother, she got down on her knees to thank God. Her prayers had been answered, as had mine.

Relieved that my funding for university was now guaranteed, I became immersed in my studies, which mostly included studying domestic animals. This gave me a solid grounding in basic veterinary medicine and essential practical skills. However, I kept an eye out for a way to work with wild animals.

We were expected to do seventeen weeks of practical study, and I used the opportunity to work at a vet practice that attended to exotic wildlife at Twycross Zoo, specializing in primates. It was a wonderful introduction to working with wildlife, and I was eager to gain as much experience as I could.

Later on, I worked at a veterinary clinic that also looked after animals at the Longleat safari park in Wiltshire, England, where I was in my element. Dr. Gerry Benbow, who was the vet attached to Longleat, had a passion for wildlife. We went out to Longleat Safari Park one day a week, and his wife also made me delicious sandwiches for lunch. I joined him in treating giraffes, zebras, lions, and other species native to Africa as well as animals from other continents. We also got to treat an unusual patient, the Ankole cow, a traditional cattle species from Uganda. Back home, he would have been considered a food animal. Here, he was a tourist attraction worthy of specialized veterinary care. He developed a very thick coat to cope with the cold British winters and without a doubt lived much longer than he would have in Uganda.

I was also fortunate enough to work with vets at London Zoo and Whipsnade Wild Animal Park, which had archives of veterinary case studies on the Virunga mountain gorillas. I got to treat rhinos, which had become extinct in Uganda. Whipsnade also offered me an opportunity to see animals in a more open environment closer to what one would find in the national parks in Uganda.

Working with captive wild species was the highlight of my veterinary studies in the UK, and I took every opportunity to learn and discover as much as I could.

I was even more excited when I saw an announcement on the university notice board about a talk on the mountain gorillas of Rwanda, given by Dr. Barkley Hastings, the first veterinarian to work with mountain gorillas, and Dr. Ian Redmond, the first research assistant of the late Dr. Dian Fossey, who conducted the first long-term study on mountain gorillas. They also showed us a portable anesthesia machine used to sedate the great apes in the wild.

The talk fueled my growing desire to work with the mountain gorillas, and I approached Drs. Hastings and Redmond afterward to ask if I could shadow them in their practice that coming winter break. I was disappointed by their answer. They told me that unfortunately Ugandans were not allowed in Rwanda because the governments were fighting. However, they said that they would put me in contact with the resident vet, Dr. Liz Macfie.

I assured them that I understood, and that I’d already set up work experience to work with the chimpanzees at Entebbe Zoo over Christmas break, but I knew these chimpanzees were kept in cages. Dr. Redmond asked me to share photos of the primates’ living conditions with him when I got back, as he was concerned about the welfare standards.

Sometime after this, I was stunned to receive a letter from Dr. Liz Macfie, who told me that Mr. Alan Rogers, who worked with the Global Environment Facility, had asked her to contact me. This felt like destiny because I couldn’t recall ever meeting him. She also added that she was about to leave Rwanda to work with a different organization in Uganda and would contact me again to see if I could join her there.

All too soon, the Christmas holidays were upon us, and I found myself spending a memorable week at the zoo in Entebbe. With funding and support from the Jane Goodall Institute (JGI), the zoo had acquired many captive chimpanzees, rescued from the illegal wildlife trade, mostly from neighboring Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Sadly, their mothers were hunted from the forest for meat, and, because they were too small to eat, they would be sold as pets, and, consequently, many ended up in Entebbe Zoo, which later became the Uganda Wildlife Education Centre. Like Poncho, the monkey who had first introduced me to the fascinating world of primates, the chimpanzees were also playful and mischievous and when you were not looking, would escape from their flimsy cages. When I carried them back, they often wanted me to hug them, because they still missed their mothers’ care. I learned that chimpanzees were fully dependent on their mothers for the first five years of their life. When I got back to London, I called Ian to see where we could meet so that I could share the photos of the captive chimpanzees at Entebbe Zoo. He suggested that we meet at London Zoo, where he was going to attend a talk on the chimpanzees of Budongo Forest in Uganda.

The presenter, Vernon Reynolds, was passionate about the chimpanzees and how much hope he had for conservation in Uganda, yet he was not Ugandan. Vernon and his wife Frankie had studied the chimpanzees in 1962. They returned after thirty years to establish the Budongo Forest Project.

Ian Redmond introduced me to Vernon Reynolds and I shared my photos of the chimpanzees with them both. Vernon invited me to visit Oxford University, where he was professor of biological anthropology.

A few days later I contacted Professor Reynolds to see if I could conduct research on the chimpanzees of Budongo Forest, as his talk had inspired me. It wasn’t long before I found myself on a train to Oxford, and a meeting with Vernon, who graciously offered me an opportunity to conduct research the following summer. I was eager to study the behavior of chimpanzees, but Vernon suggested I study the parasites in their fecal samples, which had not been done before.

In the summer of 1992, I set off to Budongo Forest for my first study of primates in their natural setting. I made the four-hour journey with Vernon, Frankie, and their son Jake. When we got to Budongo, I was given my own room and a place to set up my research equipment. I carried with me the book Diagnosing Helminthiasis through Coprological Examination by D. Thienpont, which we still use to this day. That night, the sounds of screaming kept me awake. It turned out to be tree hyraxes, small mammals the size of rabbits that are related to elephants, specific to Budongo Forest. We got up at 6 a.m. to view the chimpanzees as they climbed out of their nests, and then followed them and waited to collect their dung when they defecated from the trees.

However, after bringing back the fecal samples from the forest and processing them onto the slide, I realized that there was not enough electricity to power the compound microscope that I had borrowed from the Royal Veterinary College (RVC) and had to find a way to improvise. Jake suggested that we turn the crate upside down and shine a flashlight underneath to provide a light source for the microscope. With this new light source, I was able to examine the parasite eggs. By the end of my time there I had not only learned to track chimpanzees and collect and analyze their samples for intestinal helminth parasites, but also to write a good scientific report about my findings, thanks to Vernon, who ruthlessly edited my first draft.

After the study, I was excited to get back to London to share my findings and research. Going through Customs with chimpanzee dung was a bit nerve-racking because I was worried that they would stop me from bringing it into the UK in spite of my supporting paperwork, but thankfully I made it through without any problems. I felt a great sense of achievement and purpose. It brought me closer to my dream of becoming a wildlife veterinarian.

My experience and study of the chimpanzees of Budongo had opened a new world for me, and I became fascinated by their behavior. I was captivated by Dr. Jane Goodall’s close relationship with the chimpanzees at Gombe National Park, and how much we could learn from them. Like humans, different parenting skills resulted in different outcomes for their children’s future. When Jane came to speak in London, I jumped at the opportunity to attend her lecture. Afterward, I went to speak to her and she invited me to Gombe. My sister Veronica went with me and we were the only Africans in that lecture hall. I could tell that Jane was pleased to see Africans at the event.

I was so inspired that I proceeded to attend more Jane Goodall talks, much to the disapproval of some of my classmates who expected me to spend more time working at a small-animal clinic than attending talks about wildlife. But attending these talks fed me and deeply motivated me.

As a veterinary student, I had no idea that the road I had chosen to travel would take me on such a great adventure that would impact my life and those around me. Two and a half decades later I was honored to be featured among seven alumni with unique careers on the RVC Wall of Achievement.
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