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b VISITOR NUMBERS: 155.000 in 2000: 
222.000 in 2004. 

b BEST TIME TO GO: June tl-xough September, 
when it's cool and dry. 

- t AIR SERVICE FROM THE U.S.: A i r  France. 

I b OFFICIAL LANGUAGE: French. 
! 
I i b SPECIAL SAFETY CONCERNS: Carjackings 

have been reported in Libreville. 

- b TOUR COST: Approximately $370 per 
person per day. a k- fl-& ......................................................................................................... . ..... ........ .......... . ..................................................... . ........................................................ 

A lack of 
paved roads, 
accommoda- 
tions, and 
experienced 
guides has until 

recently kept Gabonoff-limits 
forall but themost intrepid 
travelers. But that began to 
change in 2002, when President 
Omar Bongo, faced with dwin- 
dling revenues from declining 
oil reserves, started aggressively 

I developing tourism. Inamove 
I reminiscent of Teddy Roos- 

evelt'screation of the American 
nationalparkssystem, Bongo 
set aside 1 1 percent of the coun- 
try's land to  create 13 parks, 
declaring 1 1,000 squaremiles 
of rain forest, savanna, and 
coastline off-limits to future 
development. Now Gabon is 
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HASSLE FACTOR ..... h!gh .... 
i Little runs smoothly in Gabon. i 

While the rewards of a visit i 
I are great. you have to work : 
i for them by trekking-often ! 
Z carrying your own load-and 

by being willing to wait for trains 
E and planes that seem to operate 

without regard t o  schedules. I 
One upside: Unlike parks in 

i most African countries, Gabon's 
i don't requiregorilla-trekkers 
: t o  buy expensive permits. Visas 
: must be obtained in advance. ; 
! and visitors are strongly advised 
: to travel with a tour operator. i 
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ripe for exploringand a natural gorillas. Also within Ivindo's porch with views of the Mpvie 
choice for adventurous types in borders are the Kongou and River. A motorized canoe fer- 
search of the real Africa. Mingouliwaterfalls, themost riesguests into thepark, where 

impressivein Central Africa. waiting Land Rovers take you 
THE BIG PICTURE Gabon hasa LopdNationalPark, reached by ongamedrives tosee forest 
small human population-1.4 a four-hour train ride from Li- elephantsand bush pigs (3 1-26- 
million in a country the size of breville, is known for its gorillas, 370-5567; operation-loango 
C o l o r a d e a n d  plenty of room troops of rareand brilliantly .corn; doubles, $365). In Ivindo 
for wildlife, notably elephants colored mandrill monkeys, and National Park, a research sta- 
and western lowland gorillas; 400 bird species. The neighbor- tion has been transformed into 
six species of whales swim just ing Offou6 River can beexplored the rustic Langoud Bai Camp, run 
offshore. Even so, only a by the WildlifeCon- 
fraction of the foreigners ! sewation Society. A 
whovisit thecountry each network of pathsex- 
year are tourists-the rest tends from the camp, 
come for the timber and making the park's 
oil. Few of the 13 national gorillaseasy to spy 
parks have upscale lodg- on (31-26-370-5567; 
ings or are easily accessed doubles, $480). In 
by plane orjeep. Lopi  National Park, 

thecabanas of the 
THE DRAW At duskeach new Lop6 Hotel are set 
night, a procession of on a hill above theof- 
elephants, buffalo, and - - foui River and face 
even the occasional hippo 
emerges on Petit Loango Beach, 
a60-mile stretchof white sand 
in LoangoNational Park. The 
park is oneof the few places 
in the world where you can 
observe these and other big 
beasts-includingchimpanzees 
and humpback whales-in 
such close proximity. Sightings 
of western lowland gorillas 
areguaranteed in the park's 
Evengue Island GorillaSanctu- 
ary. lvindo National Park is the 
site of Langoue Bai, an  isolated 
clearing remarkable for its large 
concentration of elephants and 

in traditional dugout canoes. 
Fans of Albert Schweitzer will 
want to visit the small riverside 
town of Lambaren6 to see the 
hospital he built and amuseum 
dedicated to  his work. 

THE D l  G S The Evaro Lodge, 
near Lambareni, is perhaps 
Gabon's nicest (241-76-27-87; 
doubles, $246$273, including 
meals). In LoangoNational 
Park, the new Loango Lodge 
has seven bungalows with 
large bathrooms, comfortable 
beds, air-conditioning, and a 

Mount Brazza. The 
hotel offersdaily excursions 
with a naturalist(241-77-85-61; 
doubles, $61-$92). 

RESOURCES The easiest way to 
explore the new parks is witha 
reliable outfitter such as African 
Outposts (africanoutposts 
.co.za), Operation Loango 
(operation-loango.com), Ex- 
plore Africa (888-596-6377; 
exploreafrica.net), and Mistral 
Voyages (ecotourisme-gabon 
.corn). For national parksin- 
formation, visit gabonnational 
parks.com. -Jon Bowermaster 




