« Lola ya Bonobo » : the Bonobo Sanctuary of Congo

*  *  *  *  *

Newsletter #11 : July - September 2002

July 2002

While Valérie celebrates the 14th of July (French national holiday) in France, Claudia and Crispin suffer from severe malaria episodes that will bring both to the hospital ! Dominique is in the U.S. for the beginning of the month… So I end up being quite busy!  

Media visitors

« France-Inter », the French national radio station is coming for a week at Lola in order to produce a 40-minute radio show that will be aired after the summer holidays. Christine Simeone and Yves Senaux are true sound artists: the rustle of the leaves during our walks in the forest, the vocalizations or the breathing of the bonobos mixed with the commentaries, arise our imagination!  Even without any image, one feels as if one was there! Yves proudly gives us the headset in the evening so that we can discover the magical quality of quadrophony and the purity of digital sound. Added to his know-how, this is adventure without leaving one’s seat!
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the art of recording 

in quadrophony the sound 

of the bonobos drinking 

At the same time as the France Inter team, we receive Muriel Arnal, Marité Morales and Philippe De Almeida from the association « One Voice ».  This animal protection association is working, among other things, to have the rights of the Great Apes recognized in France, as they are in Great Britain and New Zealand.  They have come to prepare an article on the Sanctuary for their association’s newsletter.

Mimia escapes
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Mimia oversees her visitors

Mimia (female, about 17 years old, received at the Sanctuary in May) slowly continues her integration into the group. She still needs to be isolated for part of the day: the unruly dynamism of our juveniles, which borders on harassment, forces us to keep her in the quarantine enclosure, where we can oversee the introductions of some or others among the bonobos depending on her mood.  Claudia and I spend a lot of time with her during the mornings; and she is most happy to have us just for her! 

Mimia is so comfortable in “her” enclosure that she categorically refuses to go into the large enclosure with the other bonobos, in spite of all our best efforts.  During the afternoon, Mikeno (our oldest male, 10-11 years) waits impatiently for us to open the communication door between the two enclosures to go meet his new girlfriend before the others do. As soon as he is in, each of them starts sort of a seduction dance around the other…. What a fascinating period to be watching them! 

One morning, Mimia intimidates a new member of our staff, Nzunzi, who had come inside her enclosure to bring her meal of fruit: She stands up, stamps her foot on the ground… just once…, but Nzunzi runs away without looking behind, and leaving the door open!

Not wasting a second, Mimia come to find us on the porch of our office, sits down at the table and clearly make us understand that this is what life is about! To stay home, with us, watch tv, browse through magazines, as during the 16 years spent with her human substitute parents!  She accompanies us as we visit the nursery, takes care of the infants with Henriette, makes braids in Yvonne’s hair… 

Mimia grooms Yvonne and the babies (
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All our determination won’t change her mind, we will have to put her to sleep to bring her back inside the enclosure! Without hesitation, Crispin and I decide to give a final push to Mimia’s full integration in the group: we take advantage of this opportunity to put her (under high surveillance!), in the main enclosure, with the other juveniles.
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Semendwa challenged

Mimia hasn’t stopped surprising us! Slowly but surely, she finds her position within the existing hierarchy. Offering herself to be groomed –and plucked (as a consequence of which she quickly becomes bare naked!), she easily befriends Maya and Opala (females 10 and 8 years old). She has more trouble accepting Semendwa, little tyrant of a female in spite of her 6 ½ years, who will prove most determined in her harassment of this older female, de facto challenger to her incipient authority!  

As days go by, Mimia becomes more assured and even attempts to impose her will on the males – starting with those weakest in temperament, like Bukavu, or the youngest, like her friend Tatango and the playful Boende.  Her apparent complicity with Mikeno still very much resembles disguised forms of submission, hidden under pretences of seduction games! 

I am now totally reassured as to her integration into the group, even if we still have to resolve the issue of her alimentation. Indeed, she refuses to eat together with the other bonobos and waits impatiently for her private meals, clapping her small hands to call for her food! We have nicknamed her : « Princess Mimia» !

Nioki is sick

Before my departure on vacations, Crispin and I will have to manage a strange case of illness in the nursery : the little Nioki (3 ½ years) has three successive relapses of what we will call «atypical feverless pneumonia», for lack of a more specific diagnostics… No fever, but very severe breathing difficulties, which make us fear the worst.

We call on a Kinshasa veterinarian for help, then Emmanuel, a new friend of the bonobos, a doctor in charge of an emergency medical center in Kinshasa; neither of them can make head or tails of it! And neither can we! The few lab results we obtain are all negative, but stubborn as we always are when faced with serious illnesses, we nevertheless continue the long and costly treatment, which will save our Nioki ! 
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Nioki and Kisantu

Happy holidays Claudine!

This month of July and the year to date have been quite full! I can’t wait to be on holidays! I will hand over to Crispin, who will take care of old and young alike. Claudia will oversee filing and cash disbursements until Valérie comes back. She will also assist Benoît and Pierrot in the management of the educational program and, particularly during this period of school vacations, of the training of teachers and social educators.  

I look back with Dominique at the results of almost a year of fund raising for “Lola”. How many hours have we not spent in the evenings, writing, explaining, documenting!.. We now have to triage between the few projects that were funded, those for which we remain optimistic, and the others, which we should try to submit to other donors...  
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Bungalow before…
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…and during the work
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the water reservoir

We have been quite successful this year, in spite of what remains to be done:  In addition to a few institutional partnerships which are starting to take shape, we were able to upgrade the water system at the Sanctuary and to rehabilitate bungalows for the staff (showers and rooms for staff on night duty).    

As I am finishing packing my bags, the French Embassy calls: the French government has accepted to help us for a second time! We are all so ecstatic! We so needed this support to consolidate our installation at Lola, in particular to move ahead on the purchase of the site and on various rehabilitation activities…. There is no doubt, luck is still on our side! 

[image: image9.jpg]



visit of the French Ambassador

August 2002
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After my departure, the pneumonia spreads to Kisantu and Bondo.  The latter, already introduced in the enclosure of the juveniles, ends up losing a lot of weight, and Crispin offers him a period of convalescence, spoilt to his pleasure, in the care of the mothers in the nursery! 

( Bondo is convalescing

Claudia takes charge of daily management; Jean and Sadico, our «drivers-stewards- odd-job men» also make a big effort to ensure that everything goes smoothly…  «All’s fine! », I am told every time I give a call… and I trust that it is true, I have full confidence in our team!

Institutional connections

Dominique answers e-mail between two trips and builds on the relationships with specialized sister institutions initiated at the PASA meeting last June or during Claudine’s strip to the U.S. last December. The bonobo keepers at Cincinnati Zoo announce that they have raised $750 during a bake sale on our behalf! They want to make an educational graphics display on bushmeat and on the Sanctuary’s work, to display at the zoo; and they want to start direct contacts and exchanges of experience with our keepers at Lola.  During several months, Dominique will serve as intermediary between Crispin and the keepers at Lola, on the one hand, and the keepers at Cincinnati Zoo, on the other.  It is a lot of fun for all involved.

September 2002

“The Angel of the Bonobos”-cont’d
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« Quiet everybody, action ! »

I have hardly landed in Kinshasa that I am back at full speed : the second part of the shooting of Gedeon’s film, « The Angel of the Bonobos » is starting immediately, for another two weeks. 

This time Virginie, Stéphane and Jean-Baptiste are accompanied by Priscilla, an “international reporter”, as they are known in the trade’s jargon. Her generous and smiling attitude, combined with her beauty, make her simply dazzling: She radiates!  She conquers all Kinshasa residents without any difficulty, and the same goes with the bonobos! She comes with me through the city’s markets and the river ports alongside the Congo River, looking for infant bonobos and checking on the bush-meat trade. She greets everyone warmly, organizes frenzied «dombolo» dances with street children... The new aggressiveness which has marred our capital city these past few years melts away in front of her spontaneous magic: She is an ambassador of happiness! Thank you for this breath of fresh air, Priscilla, one does not often meet people like you in one’s life!

Conferences….

The local office of CARPE, a regional environmental program of USAID, organizes at the People’s Palace a conference bringing together international experts as well as representatives from the Ministry of Environment and from local and international NGOs, in order to help define a national strategy for the survival of the Great Apes (GRASP- Great Apes Survival Project) in the DRC.  We meet again with pleasure Ian Redmond and friends coming from the East of the republic.  While I talk about the role that sanctuaries may play in Great Apes conservation, Pierrot and Claudia have set up a stand with the ABC’s educational material in the great hall of the People’s Palace, perfectly adapted to this task….

In the meantime, the Wamba Committee for Bonobo Research invites me to present our work at a symposium on “Evolution of the apes and the origins of the human beings” to be held in Japan in November.  I am anxious to meet the pioneers of bonobo ethology! Prof. Furuichi had informed us about the meeting when he visited the Sanctuary in July, on his way precisely to Wamba, site of ethological observations of the Japanese teams, located close to the front-line, for the first time in six years.  
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Prof. Furuichi at Lola

Why not similarly discuss the role of the Sanctuaries in the protection of endangered species ?… Let’s prepare this as soon as Dominique is back from her vacations…

29 September : Official Inauguration of « Lola ya Bonobo » 

On September 29th, seven months after we moved to « Lola ya Bonobo », we are at last ready to organized its official inauguration. I work on my speech, Crispin and Claudia prepare the lists of guests and the invitations, and Valérie organizes all the logistics… We succeeded in making a banquet of everyone’s contributions, and not least the hors-d’oeuvres of the French Ambassador’s wife! 

The guests were many in attendance: Minister of Environment, French Ambassador, Secretary General and Deputy-President-General to the Environment, Burgomaster, local Customary Chief, representatives of WSPA and local sponsors, ABC members, or simply friends of the bonobos …  We were more than a hundred joyfully celebrating the event, and even the weather is on our side ….

His Excellency Mr Salomon Banamuhere, the Minister of Environment, help me cut the symbolic ribbon that officializes the opening of the Sanctuary.  « Lola » vibrated with the discourses and the bravos ! Even the ancestors were included in the ceremony, when the local Chief sprinkled the ground of « Lola » with beer as required by local tradition, while requesting in the Kikongo language their goodwill towards us!
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The local Chief, Claudine, Garry
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A moment of emotion…. the ribbon is cut !
In front of the educational center, the staff le staff is having their photo taken, as if they were stars on the steps of the Festivals Palace in Cannes…  On the other side, my husband is being interviewed… There, Garry Richardson, easily recognizable by a pumpkin colored WSPA T-shirt, is also all smiles… In the background the bonobos punctuate the discourses with their chorus… We are having a party today !

This quarter was so full of activities, I can hardly remember my vacations!  We are, at long last, officially in our own place: at « Lola » – in Paradise!  We worked hard to come all the way here, but I must admit that, towards the end of the day, when the setting sun paints in gold the tops of the trees of Lola while the bonobos play in their branches, it is not hard to be led to believe one is indeed in paradise!…
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