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The transfer of Djala’s group (nine western lowland 
gorillas) from Port Lympne, UK, to Gabon, June 2013 
 

Phil Ridges 
 

Port Lympne Wild Animal Park, Hythe, Kent CT21 4PD, UK 
philr@aspinallfoundation.org 

 
 
Introduction 
 
On the 23rd June 2013 a group of nine western lowland 
gorillas (Gorilla gorilla gorilla), including the 
silverback Djala, were transferred from Port Lympne 
Wild Animal Park in Kent, UK, to an island in the 
Batéké Plateau National Park, Gabon. Following a pre-
release phase of several months on the island, the group 
is planned to be fully released within the park to 
reinforce the reintroduced gorilla population currently 
in the process of being established by an ambitious 
programme run by The Aspinall Foundation. Further 
details of the gorilla reintroduction programme can be 
found elsewhere (Pearson et al. 2007; King & Courage 
2008, 2013; King et al. 2012, in press). In this article I 
describe the transfer of the group from Port Lympne to 
Gabon, and summarise our observations of the group 
during the first month on the island. The group 
consisted of one adult male (Djala), four adult females, 
and four juveniles and infants (Table 1). One adult 
female originally planned for transfer with the group 
(Kibi; see King & Courage 2013) was found to be 
pregnant, so was transferred three months later, in 
September, as described by Honey (2013). 
 
The transfer 
 
In order to get the gorillas into their own crate they 
were anaesthetised. To do this all of them were 
separated into an individual “shut-off” as they would 

normally be for their last feed of the day. The exception 
to this was FouFou who has always had an aversion to 
being separated off in this way. She did however decide 
to come into a shut-off eventually once the veterinary 
department started the process of anaesthetising (by dart 
gun) those that had co-operated. Thankfully we had 
three vets (Jane Hopper, Ellen Holding & Ian Ashpole) 
as well as a vet nurse (Kerry Anderson) to carry out all 
the necessary procedures. 

Once sedated each gorilla was placed into their 
own specially built crate the size of which depended on 
the size of gorilla. We decided to transport Kishi and 
her 2-year-old daughter Akou in the same crate as we 
thought Akou too young to be separated from her 
mother for the duration of the trip. Mumba & 
Mbwambe were to have radio transmitters surgically 
implanted under the skin at the base of their necks. As 
this would take time this was done away from where 
the darting was taking place with Mumba being the first 
to have her transmitter implanted. As Ian was travelling 
with the group to Gabon he was not involved with any 
of the darting (we didn’t want the gorillas associating 
him with getting darted) so he and Kerry carried out the 
surgeries on Mumba and Mbwambe. 

As the “Palace of the Apes” (where the group 
lived at Port Lympne) had insufficient access for large 
lorries we transported the gorillas 1 or 2 at a time to the 
main car park on smaller trucks, loading them on and 
off with forklifts; we used one to load at the Palace and 
another to unload at the main visitor car park. All the 

 
Table 1. The gorillas transferred from Port Lympne, UK, to Gabon, 23 June 2013. 
Stdbk  
No. 

Name Sex Date of 
birth 

Age 
June 2013 

Rearing Sire Dam 

879 Djala M 01/01/1982 31.5 unknown Wild Wild 
958 Mumba F 27/07/1987 25.9 parent Kijo Shumba 
1083 Tamki F 08/10/1989 23.7 hand Bitam Killa Killa 
1242 FouFou F 10/11/1992 20.6 parent Kijo Founa 
1070 Kishi F 03/08/1998 14.9 parent Kijo Mushie 
1901 Mbwambe F 28/08/2006 6.8 parent Djala Kishi 
1902 Djongo M 04/10/2006 6.7 parent Djala Kibi 
1983 Louna M 24/10/2008 4.8 parent Djala FouFou 
2080 Akou F 26/04/2011 2.1 parent Djala Kishi 
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Figure 1. The crates loaded onto pallets at Brussels 
Airport, Belgium. (Photo: Phil Ridges) 
 

 
Figure 3. The plane ready to go from Brussels Airport, 
Belgium. (Photo: Phil Ridges) 
 
gorillas were loaded onto an articulated lorry 
generously provided by DHL. Having started the 
darting at around 8 am all the gorillas had been loaded 
and ready to go by midday without any problems. 

The next part of the trip was to drive to 
Brussels airport, Belgium, via the channel tunnel which 
went without incident. There were no delays en route 
and the whole journey took around 3 hours as predicted. 
For this part of the journey there were two DHL lorries 
each with a driver plus co-driver (the second lorry was 
a back up but was also carrying food supplies etc.) and 
following in a land rover were Heather Lloyd (driving), 
Ian (the vet), two film crew, a DHL representative and 
myself. 

On arriving at the airport and after going 
through security checks we and the gorillas had to wait 
in a hanger close to the runway. Ian and I had a chance 
to offer the gorillas something to eat and drink. Some, 
especially the youngsters, showed some signs of 
distress by screaming and banging from time to time 
but all took some food and drink. The wait for the flight 

 
Figure 2. Loading the crates onto the plane at Brussels 
Airport, Belgium. (Photo: Phil Ridges) 
 

 
Figure 4. Inside the plane at Brussels Airport, Belgium. 
(Photo: Phil Ridges) 
 
(which was leaving at 23:00) also gave us the chance to 
have a bite to eat too along with a well earned cuppa. 

The flight was delayed for an hour but soon 
enough the gorillas were unloaded from the lorry and 
strapped onto pallets in a pre-arranged order before 
being taken out to their plane (Fig. 1). Once again all 
went smoothly and the gorillas remained calm 
throughout the whole process of loading them onto the 
plane (Figs. 2, 3). 

The gorillas were put at the front of the plane to 
give easy access from the cockpit and after other cargo 
had been put on the plane (Fig. 4). The plane took off 
on time and without any problems. I made the decision 
during the flight to leave the gorillas in peace and not 
offer them anything to eat or drink as they had all had 
something at the airport. Apart from the occasional light 
thumping on the side of his crate by Djala the group 
remained calm and quiet (I know it was Djala thumping 
because he was directly behind the barrier dividing the 
cockpit and cargo hold and our seats were against this 
barrier!). The flight to Lagos, Nigeria, took
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Figure 5. In the plane in Lagos, Nigeria. (Photo: Phil 
Ridges) 
 

 
Figure 7. Loading from the helicopter to the boat, in 
the PNPB, Gabon. (Photo: Phil Ridges) 
 
approximately six hours. Once in Lagos the group had 
to be transferred onto a different plane for the flight to 
Franceville, Gabon. Once again all went incredibly 
smoothly and efficiently.  

For this two-hour flight we and the gorillas had 
the plane to ourselves (Fig. 5) and Ian and I took this 
opportunity to give the group some food and drink, and 
all had a fair amount. The gorillas appeared relatively 
happy considering their ordeal. 

It was nice to touch down in Franceville airport 
where we met Bryan Curran, Sharon Tremaine, a 
camera man and some Gabonese National Parks 
Agency staff who were there to help unload the gorillas. 
Thankfully DHL had sourced a forklift in advance as 
without this it would have been almost impossible to 
unload all the crates (Fig. 6). It also made life a lot 
easier loading them onto the helicopter for the last leg 
of the journey to the reserve. We didn’t waste too much 
time before loading the first two gorillas (Mumba and 
Djongo) onto the “Super Puma” helicopter. There was 
limited cargo space on the helicopter and depending on 
the size of the crates there was only room for one or

 
Figure 6. Unloading in Franceville, Gabon. (Photo: 
Phil Ridges) 
 

 
Figure 8. View across the river to the island and the 
release platform. (Photo: Phil Ridges) 
 
two at a time plus one or two passengers and smaller 
items of luggage etc. 

The trip from Franceville airport to “Djala’s 
Island” was supposed to take about 30 minutes but the 
first trip (which myself and a cameraman went on) took 
at least twice that. This was due to the fact that the 
pilots had apparently been given the wrong GPS co-
ordinates. We did in fact fly past the landing zone once 
but the pilots didn’t see it, luckily I had and thankfully 
the pilots landed the helicopter to tell us they couldn’t 
find the right place. This gave me the opportunity to tell 
them I had seen the LZ and pointed them in the 
direction I thought I had seen it. Thankfully I had given 
them the right direction as we soon found the LZ and 
everyone waiting! Poor Mumba and Djongo must have 
been relieved to get off that helicopter as it was 
incredibly noisy.  

After the engines had been silenced it was a 
matter of manhandling the two crates off and carrying 
them to a waiting boat where they were loaded one at a 
time (Fig. 7). Mumba went first and it was just a short 
trip across the river to a platform (Fig. 8) where the
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Figure 9. Unloading by hand at the release platform on 
the island. (Photo: Bryan Curran) 
 

 
Figure 11. Release onto the island. (Photo: Bryan 
Curran) 
 
crate was then unloaded by hand (Fig. 9) and placed 
end on up against a doorway which led out onto the 
island (Fig. 10). It was with huge relief that when the 
door to her crate was open Mumba casually took her 
first steps onto Gabonese soil. It was slightly 
disconcerting however when she turned round and 
made a half attempt to climb the hotwires of the 
platform! Thankfully she changed her mind and just 
walked off into the undergrowth. I was later told that 
the hotwires had neglected to be turned on at this time.  

This was basically the procedure for the rest of 
the group in getting them to the island. All the group 
were incredibly relaxed and calm during the whole 
procedure and when leaving the crates and all just 
casually walked into the nearby undergrowth (Fig. 11). 
Tamki took a little longer to leave her crate and hung 
around for a little while but disappeared into the bushes 
without any troubles.  

We had decided to release Djala last as we 
thought he might cause problems when releasing others 
(Fig 12.). He did the same as Mumba when he was 
released but the hotwires were switched on this time 
and persuaded him otherwise. Apart from a few scuffs 
and scrapes all the gorillas looked fit and well if a bit

 
Figure 10. Attaching a crate to the doorway to the 
island. (Photo: Amos Courage) 
 

 
Figure 12. Djala, the last of the group to be released on 
the island. (Photo: Bryan Curran) 
 
tired (a bit like all those involved in the move). It 
seemed that most of the group had dispersed over the 
island and on a boat trip round we saw most of them in 
ones and twos dotted around. We didn’t see Djala or 
FouFou though which was a little worrying. We left 
some fresh food and leaf-eater pellets on both feeding 
platforms before leaving the group for their first night.  
 
The first month on the island 24/06/13-17/07/13 
 
To be honest this first month went pretty much without 
any major incidents. All the gorillas remained in great 
physical shape and seemed to be doing exceptionally 
well. A few things do stand out and are certainly worth 
mentioning.  

On the morning after their arrival the group still 
appeared to be dispersed, we had no sightings of Djala, 
FouFou or Djongo. In fact Djala didn’t appear until the 
27th which coincided with the appearance for part of the 
day of Boumango, a previously released solitary male, 
on the riverbank opposite the island. Djala looked in 
good health. FouFou and Djongo didn’t make an 
appearance until the following day both still looking 
well. During this time the rest of the group had been
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Figure 13. Mumba on the island, July 2013. (Photo: 
Phil Ridges) 
 

 
Figure 15. Kishi and Akou, July 2013. (Photo: Phil 
Ridges) 
 

 
Figure 17. FouFou, Djala, Djongo, Louna, Kishi, Akou 
and Mbwambe, July 2013. (Photo: Phil Ridges) 
 
taking food from us (Figs. 13, 14), either by the release 
platform or thrown to them from the boat during trips 
around the island to find them. They were all wary of 
the boat in the early days so didn’t usually hang around 
for long if we saw them from the boat.  

It became apparent after these first few days 
that Kishi (with Akou) had separated from the others.

 
Figure 14. Tamki and FouFou eating Gambeya fruits, 
July 2013. (Photo: Phil Ridges) 
 

 
Figure 16. Kishi and Akou at the feeding platform, July 
2013. (Photo: Phil Ridges) 
 
They were often seen away from the rest of the group 
but both looked well and ate when given food (Fig. 15) 
and visited the release platform on occasion (Fig. 16). 
They didn’t appear back with the group until the 12th 
July. I don’t know if Kishi was forced to leave by Djala 
or the rest of the group or if she took it on herself to 
leave for only reasons she knows. It was obvious 
though that after a few days both Kishi and Akou were 
back in the group (Fig. 17). 

What is apparent is that the group must have 
been eating some of the indigenous vegetation on the 
island as the amount of supplementary food they were 
taking was nothing compared to what they were having 
back at Port Lympne. They didn’t always hang around 
when we had food and didn’t always come out from the 
undergrowth when they knew we had food, and indeed 
some had been seen eating Aframomum vegetation, a 
staple food for wild gorillas. We had tried to get the 
group into a routine of offering them some food at 
around 8.30 on our arrival at the island which worked 
after a fashion but as stated earlier the gorillas didn’t 
always seem interested in eating that much or took ages 
to appear out of the undergrowth (if at all).         
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Figure 18. Louna climbing a tree. (Photo: Sharon 
Tremaine) 
 
Conclusions 
 
This first month I spent with the group can only give 
me the conclusion that things went extremely well and 
the group has coped amazingly well with their 
surroundings and environment. It’s still early days but if 
things continue how they started the group should do 
well but there is still a long way to go (Figs. 18-19).    
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The transfer of Kibi (a 21.3-year-old female western 
lowland gorilla) from Howletts, UK, to Gabon, 

September 2013 
 

Donna Honey 
 

Howletts Wild Animal Park, Bekesborne, nr Canterbury, Kent CT4 5EL, UK 
donnahoney@hotmail.co.uk 

 
 
Introduction 
 
On June 23rd 2013, when Djala’s group of western 
lowland gorillas (Gorilla gorilla gorilla) left Port 
Lympne Wild Animal Park, UK, to start their epic 
journey to Gabon (King & Courage, 2013; Ridges 
2013), Kibi, who had been one of Djala’s females for 
the previous 13 years, had no choice but to stay behind, 
where she was about to experience some very tough 
times. Despite being on contraception Kibi had 
conceived and was estimated to be heavily pregnant at 
the proposed time for Djala’s group to depart Port 
Lympne. This was not discovered until a couple of 
months before the group were due to leave, by which 
time all the years hard work and planning could not be 
postponed and travelling while heavily pregnant was 
not an option for Kibi, the risks to her health were too 
high. 
 Therefore, on June 23rd, Kibi, along with 
Emmie (another of Djala’s females who was not 
considered suitable for a life in the wild for behavioural 
reasons) witnessed her whole family, including her 
seven-year-old son Djongo, being anaesthetised, crated 
and moved out of the family house (see Ridges 2013 for 
a full description of the transfer of Djala’s group).  
 
Transfer from Port Lympne to Howletts, June 2013 
 
Two days after the Djala’s transfer I went over to Port 
Lympne to assist with capturing the two females in 
order for them to come to Howletts.  It was quite a sad 
day, I knew that Djala and his family were not there 
but, as with all gorilla departures it is not until you see 
their vacant enclosures that you can really comprehend 
it as a reality. I arrived to find the two girls somewhat 
agitated and scared, just the two of them in their family 
home, minus their family, in the park’s biggest 
enclosure, and I was adamant that they would leave 
Port Lympne that day, in the hope that new 
surroundings and other gorillas would distract them 
from what they had witnessed in the preceding days. 
We were successful and arrived a couple of hours later 

at Howletts to release Kibi and Emmie (both 21 years 
old) into their new enclosure, where our resident “old 
ladies” Mouila (53 years old), Juju (52) and Babydoll 
(51) were very surprised by the new arrivals. 
 After a couple of days observing interactions 
we decided to mix the young with the old. Everything 
went well, the old ladies all stuck together to ensure the 
youngsters knew their place. Kibi was respectful of the 
old ladies wishes and spent a lot of time watching 
Kouillou’s family group housed adjacent to her. Kibi’s 
appetite reduced and she was showing signs of anxiety 
and depression, we were worried about her lack of 
appetite and offered Kibi many treats and enrichment 
items in an effort to keep her in the best health possible 
during the final stages of her pregnancy. Slowly, over 
the succeeding weeks Kibi’s appetite improved slightly 
but she was still unsettled. 
 On July 5th we arrived at work to find that Kibi 
had given birth overnight. This is a common 
occurrence, and keepers never intervene unless the 
mother and/or baby is at risk, the interference would 
have a negative effect and could result in a mother 
rejecting her baby. Being an experienced mother Kibi 
was doing everything right, and although Kibi was 
weary we were able to determine that the baby was a 
female, later to be named Lelie (after a river in the 
Bateke Plateau National Park, Gabon, the site of the 
gorilla reintroduction project). 
 
Transfer from Howletts to Gabon 
 
It had been decided that Kibi and Lelie’s future should 
be with Djala and rest of her family in Gabon, not only 
so they would get the chance to live their lives in the 
wild and contribute to the reintroduction programme, 
but also because it is incredibly difficult to try to 
integrate a female with a young baby into a different 
family group due to the problem of infanticide. 
Although our old ladies accepted Kibi and Lelie, in fact 
Mouila was often seen close to Kibi once she had 
become a mother, it was not suitable for Kibi long term, 
she needed the protection of a male, and Lelie required 
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Figure 1. Kibi in her crate at Libreville airport, Gabon. 
(Photo: Alex Cumming) 
 

 
Figure 3. The long off-road drive to the Batéké Plateau 
National Park. (Photo: Alex Cumming) 
 
a better social situation with siblings to play and learn 
with. Arranging the transfer of a female and her new-
born was not straight forward, we had many logistical 
and legal hurdles to jump so, Kibi had to bide her time 
at Howletts while the rest of her family were settling in 
over at gorilla island in Gabon. 
 However, on August 14th we were all very 
shocked on arrival at work to discover that Lelie had 
died.  Lelie had become more vocal that week, however 
she had been observed suckling, maintaining a strong 
grip, bright eyes, and all the other signs of good health 
so, as well as being shocked at this finding, we were 
also completely bewildered. We were all extremely 
saddened that Kibi had suffered yet another loss, which 
she needed to come to terms with so we left Lelie with 
her and after 4 days of carrying Lelie around Kibi 
started to periodically leave her baby so, we took this 
opportunity to take Lelie, by which time it was 
impossible to determine the cause of death.  
 Immediately after the news of Lelie’s death, 
new, much simpler arrangements were being hurried 
into place so that Kibi could promptly rejoin her family 
in Gabon. Finally, at the start of September tickets were 
booked for Kibi and I to leave Howletts on Monday 
16th September, all preparations were put into place 
and everything was eventually ready for us to start our 
long journey together. 
 Unfortunately, and in keeping with Kibi’s

 
Figure 2. Unloading at Franceville airport, Gabon. 
(Photo: Alex Cumming) 
 

 
Figure 4. Loading onto the boat at the Mpassa River. 
(Photo: Alex Cumming) 
 
terrible luck so far, days before the departure we 
received a phone call informing us that the helicopter 
needed for the final stage of getting Kibi to the island 
had developed some faults and would be out of action 
until further notice.  This was a real detriment to the 
transfer, we had to get Kibi to Gabon but without the 
helicopter the journey time would be increased by 48-
62 hours longer. Seeing as the tickets were already 
booked it was decided that I would go ahead on the 
flights and wait in Gabon’s capital of Libreville for Kibi 
to arrive once we received confirmation that the 
helicopter had been fixed. 
 After almost a week of waiting we received 
news that the helicopter would not be available for a 
long time, and time was something we did not have 
because Djala’s group were approaching the stage 
where they would be ready to leave the island plus, the 
longer Kibi was away from group the more difficult her 
re-introduction to the group could be, and this would 
cause many problems. 
 
Arrival in Gabon 
 
Eventually, on September 23rd, exactly three months 
after her family’s departure from Port Lympne, Kibi 
arrived in Libreville where I met her in her travel crate. 
This was just the start of one of the longest, most 
complicated transfers that I have been involved in and,
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Figure 5. The final boat ride to the island. (Photo: 
Bryan Curran) 
 

 
Figure 7. Attaching the crate to the door on the release 
platform of the island. (Photo: Bryan Curran) 
 
although I was delighted that Kibi was finally here, I 
was well aware of the next arduous stages of the 
journey as I had done it twice before, yet never with an 
adult gorilla in a crate who has no idea what is going on 
and was already showing a diminished appetite in a 
very hot and humid environment. 

The next morning, after us both spending a 
sleepless night at the military airbase, we took off in a 
military airplane at first light (Fig. 1).  The aim was to 
get to Djala’s island with enough daylight to release 
Kibi that day. On arrival at Franceville at approximately 
08:00 hrs the PPG team were ready and waiting with 
the 4x4 vehicles all ready to go. Immediately Kibi’s 
crate was offloaded straight onto the back of the pick-
up truck (Fig. 2) and after another health check from me 
and the offer of some fluids and fruit we set off on the 
part of the journey I was dreading the most for Kibi, the 
road journey which soon went into the long, bumpy off 
road journey (Fig. 3) and after many hours it was 
becoming clear that we would not have enough daylight 
to release Kibi that day. 
 By the time we arrived at the boat dock within 
the Bateke Plateau National Park it was 16:30 and the 
island was still a two-hour boat ride away (Fig. 4).

 
Figure 6. Approaching the island. (Photo: Bryan 
Curran) 
 

 
Figure 8. Djala stayed calm throughout the arrival of 
Kibi. (Photo: Bryan Curran) 
 
Darkness falls by 18:30, regrettably we had no choice 
but to ensure we all made the hour and a half boat ride 
to the main camp for the night and set off first thing, 
with the whole day to re-introduce Kibi to her family. 
 The following morning we left camp as soon as 
there was enough light (Figs. 5, 6). Kibi was looking 
very tired and insular, not surprising as she had now 
been in her crate for 62 hours with many changing 
vehicles and environments that she had never 
encountered.  Her appetite was still reduced, but she 
had taken some fluids and seemed hydrated. 
 Within half an hour I saw the huge island for 
the first time, as we approached I could see Djala and 
some of the other group members. We docked up at the 
release platform and Kibi’s crate was lifted up to the 
release tunnel (Fig. 7) where Djala was very close by 
(Fig. 8), watching everything. Tamki, one of Djala’s 
other females, remained in the background behind him, 
watching intently. After investigating who was in the 
crate and reacting rather unconcerned Djala retreated to 
eat some food that had been thrown out for him in the 
routine manner that he and his group had become 
accustomed to.  

It was looking like a good time to finally
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Figure 9. Djala following the procedure closely. 
(Photo: Alex Cumming)  
 

 
Figure 11. Observing the group from the river. (Photo: 
Bryan Curran) 
 
release Kibi as Djala was aware yet showing no signs of 
aggression (Fig. 9), and Tamki was still curious but also 
calm. We released Kibi, first into the tunnel, where she 
came straight out of her crate and immediately started 
eating food we offered her, another positive sign. We 
then opened the final slide which gave Kibi access to 
the island, she quickly ran out, ignoring Tamki and had 
a brief exploration of the feeding platform then re-
approached the area facing the release platform where 
her seven-year-old son Djongo had now shown himself. 
Then, all too quickly and after no interactions she 
disappeared into the forest with Djala, their son Djongo, 
and Tamki. A good start, Kibi was not rejected by 
Djala.  

Due to the size of the island it was impossible 
to continue to observe what happened next, so we left 
the group to it with intentions to return in the afternoon 
at the next scheduled feeding time. After hours of 
contemplating how the reunion was going we 
approached the island again, instantly the group 
appeared, one by one they came forward and then in the 
background Kibi appeared with the adult female 
Mumba. A big relief for all involved, especially as she 
looked great, eating with the others, and certainly 
appeared to be fully re-integrated into the group, we 
couldn’t have hoped for more. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Over the next few weeks we continued to observe the

 
Figure 10. Kibi released onto the island. (Photo: Alex 
Cumming) 
 

 
Figure 12. Kibi on the island, October 2013. (Photo: 
Matthieu Bonnet) 
 
reunited group of ten formerly captive gorillas going 
about their daily business, all looking healthy and at 
home in their new natural environment (Fig. 11). Three 
weeks after releasing Kibi I fed the group for the last 
time, Kibi’s confidence had clearly grown and she was 
a regular at the front of the group alongside her 
silverback Djala and son Djongo. Another successful 
return to the wild for the project (Fig. 12) and an 
amazingly unforgettable experience for me. 
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