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“I'm pleased to
report that this
close-up of a rather
fabulous male black
curassow required
zero birding
credentials,” says
photographer
Jurriaan Teulings.

“I simply shot this
image from the
comfort of my
breakfast table at
Atta Rainforest
Lodge in Guyana
[p. 38], where
curious curassows
gawk at birders on
their daily patrol of
the lounge, as much
as those birders
gawk at more elusive
species in the canopy
around the nearby
Iwokrama Canopy
Walkway.”



jurriaan teulings
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Ancient rainforest covers 87% of. Guyana, makmg it one of the
last great wildernesses onl Earth.Here, indigenous communities
have turned tourism inte a tool for conservation — making any
"’VI‘STE as much an adventure as an act of preservatlon
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Guyana

Previous pages
Kaieteur Falls

Right page, top
(from left to right)
Wooden dormitory
at Kaieteur; the
Hoatzin, locally
called the Canje
pheasant, Guyana’s
national bird;
catching a black
caiman for science,
not shoes

Bottom The
Essequibo River
winding through a
vast expanse of
rainforest

G uyana rarely makes headlines. Most
people struggle to find it on a map.

This nation of 800,000-plus inhabitants
between Venezuela and Suriname is often
confused with French Guiana (on Suriname’s
eastern flank) and occasionally even with
Guinea and Ghana (they’re not even on the same
continent). This country is the very definition
of “wild”, and by venturing beyond the coastal
strip where the bulk of Guyanans live and
work, you'll understand why.

Iarrived at Caiman House just before
nightfall. Thislodge and research station sits at
the edge of Yupukari, a hilltop village of around
600 souls in the Rupununi, an expanse of yellow
grass and red sand about half the size of the
Netherlands wedged between two oceanic
stretches of rainforest. Georgetown, Guyana’s
capital - from which I arrived this morning by
way of a small propeller plane and a pick-up
truck —is 400 km to the north. Thisis the
domain of the Makushi, an Indigenous people
soisolated from the rest of the continent that
many villages had little to fear from the colonial
powers (first the Dutch and then the British)
who first arrived in the 17th century to establish
their plantation economies along the coast.
Even in modern-day Guyana, the indigenous
villages of the Rupununi still function semi-
autonomously: villagers choose their own
leaders, manage their land collectively, and
support themselves financially through
modern eco-projects and tourist lodges.

So what’s the catch?

You might call Caiman House savanna chic.

It has decorative caiman skulls instead of
decorative cushions and shelves lined with
well-thumbed bird guides. Guests contribute
not only to the village economy but also support
the Caiman Capture Project, alarge ongoing
study of caiman behavior that has recorded

861 animals since the mid-2000s, which is

now largely funded by something called
“participatory tourism”. For me, that means
participating in the catch of a three-meter-long
caiman in the dead of night. Howard, the
Makushi guide who was assigned to me,

explains why thisisn’t as terrible an idea as it
sounds, “In the dark, caimans are easy to detect
at a distance - their eyes shine up in our
powerful spotlights.”

After our stealthy approach in a small boat,
the men slip a steel cable around the neck of the
animal, which seems convinced that it’s about
to be turned into a handbag and a pair of boots.
With startling violence, the caiman’s silhouette
suddenly shoots through the glare of our
torches, its fetid breath of rotten fish cutting
through the humid air. Jaws snap, scales
scrape, but it’s already too late. Rather than
its skin, we’re after its metrics, and the beast
will soon be released. Here in the Rupununi
Savanna in southern Guyana, the hunt is for
science, not shoes.

What follows is a brief but violent tug-of-war.
On one side, the sputtering outboard engine,
on the other, the unsettling rasps - somewhere
between a hiss and a growl - of the furious
reptile. “We exhaust them very slowly, without
hitting them or anything like that,” Howard
explains. “Of course, the caiman will fight, but
we work with that and keep it as calm as we
can.” The men in the boat know the drill: the
animal will take about 15 minutes to completely
exhaust itself, after which they’ll be able to tape
its powerful jaws shut. Next, they’ll have a half
hour before it regains its power; just enough
time to haul it ashore to safely mark, tag,
measure, and weigh it. Lifting it requires at
least four people, which is when spectators are
finally asked to become participants.

Specimen #862, we note, weighs 200 kg and
measures 328 cm. A quick poke around its
cloaca confirmsit’s a male. I decline the honor
of collecting that final data point, deciding the
reptile has suffered enough indignities to be
harassed by a tourist. When all the measuring
isdone, the caiman is released at the water’s
edge. I hide behind a tree as the final piece of
tape isremoved from its snout. Briefly, #862
fixes us with a murderous glare. Then, without
rippling the moonlit surface of the river, he
silently glides back into the murky shallows.

With projects like this one, in which tourism,
conservation, and the well-being of the »
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THE JUNGLE SEEMS SO PRISTINE
THAT WE COULD’VE GONE

A MILLION YEARS BACK IN TIME
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Above Delven Adams in his backyard café in Georgetown
Left page Surama village
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GUYANA’S SPECTACLE

"REMAINS HIDDEN

INIITS LUSH INTERIOR
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Top Spotting
birds at eye level
from the
Iwokrama
Canopy Walkway
Bottom (from
left to right) A
cock-of-the-rock
eyeing humans; a
ranger scanning
for elusive giant
anteaters at
Karanambu; a
spider monkey on
Surama Mountain

locals are interlinked, Guyana has gained
considerable international recognition. In
2019, the country was named the number one
eco-destination at the world’s largest travel fair
in Berlin. And only last year at the same fair,
Guyana’s tourism minister, Oneidge Walrond,
received the award for Tourism Minister of the
Year with the jury having village-based tourism
models such as the Caiman project in mind.
Combining scientific conservation with
community development, this project conducts
long-term field research on the black caiman —
including capture, measurement, tagging,

and release to monitor population recovery
and behavior - while training and employing
Makushi residents as researchers and

guides. They use carefully managed tourism

to fund the work and replace hunting with
conservation-based livelihoods.

We are family
For now, Guyana’s spectacle remains hidden
inits lush interior: an untouched place for
connoisseurs. Avid birders, adventurers, and
documentary filmmakers have long known that
the Guiana Shield — arare, tectonically stable
fragment of Earth’s crust that has remained
largely unchanged for more than two billion
years — harbors an abundance of charismatic
wildlife. Alongside elusive jaguars, feces-slinging
primates, and a bewildering variety of birds,
these eons of ecological continuity have also
sustained giants: not just caimans, but
arapaimas - an ancient species of pony-sized
fish - giant river otters, giant anteaters, and
the Goliath bird-eater, a puppy-sized species
of spider that 'm in no hurry to meet.
Karanambu, an hour downstream on the
banks of the Rupununi River from Yupukari,
isthe mother of all eco-lodges in Guyana. 'm
welcomed by Edward and Melanie McTurk.
“We’re not avillage and we’re not aresort. We're
afamily home, and people are invited into our
life,” Melanie says during our introduction. The
McTurks come from along line of adventurers
and cattle ranchers, and they’re widely known
for their rehabilitation skills, having cared for
injured or orphaned wildlife since the 1960s.

It all started when Edward’s aunt, Diane
McTurk, turned the family ranch by the
Rupununi River into a sanctuary for giant otter
cubs. “She did something that I think is quite
remarkable,” Melanie says. “She convinced
the hunters that were driving the ottersinto
extinction to give her the cubs of the families
they killed for their pelts. She didn’t judge
them because she understood the economic
pressures that people were facing. Because
baby otters cannot live without adults for the
first two years of their lives, Karanambu became
asurrogate family for those cubs, and Diane
developed methods to raise them successfully
for release into the wild.” The project attracted
international attention early on. Since a visit by
David Attenborough in 1990, documentary
crews from the BBC, National Geographic, and
the Smithsonian have been frequent guests. The
ranch evolved into a small lodge where travelers
could help care for the animals. Ecotourism
supports the training of Makushi as guides
and conservationists.

Beyond otters, giant anteaters are
Karanambu’s main draw, but I have no luck
spotting them: the savanna is no catwalk and
despite their size, the 1.83-meter-tall giants
remain hidden in the grass. The McTurks amply
make up for this with their great storytelling.
Over dinner, the conversation turns to the
spirits and ghosts that inhabit Guyana’s complex
cultural history. From the spirit animals of
Amerindian shamanism to traditions brought
by enslaved people from Africa, and East Indian
Kali worship. Melanie dishes up some colonial
folklore, too, “In areas where there were once
Dutch plantations, there are stories of ghosts
captured in old bottles, that would escape if you
unearthed and opened them.”

Up in the air

The next morning, it’s time to leave the spirits
and move on. North of Karanambu awaits
Iwokrama, a rainforest “laboratory” one and
ahalftimes the size of Luxembourg, where
scientists and Makushi work together to
derive economic value from the forest without
destroying it. I visit the Iwokrama Canopy »
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Left page
Morning at the
Mahaica River

Walkway - a series of suspension bridges up to
30 meters above the forest floor, where this
ideais put into practice: numerous trogons,
toucans, and cotingas flutter around at eye
level, making it into a birder’s paradise. Down
the road, the Iwokrama River Lodge serves as

a hub for researchers, rangers, and visitors.
Here, a propeller plane awaits to take me to the
grand finale of my itinerary. Looking out of my
window, the jungle seems so vast and pristine
that we could’ve flown through a wormhole and
gone a million years back in time, and I'd have
never been able to tell the difference. During
the 45 minutes in the air, I spot zero evidence
of humanity, all the way to the table mountains
on the horizon. It’s hard to imagine a greater
wealth than this.

Asthe plane descends towards a tiny
airstrip, suddenly Guyana’s greatest natural
spectacle comes into view. Below us, the Potaro
River drops over the edge of a forested plateau,
225 meters into a vast, winding gorge. This is
Kaieteur Falls: a private theater of mist, sheer
cliffs, and giant bromeliads that shelter golden
frogs. Its single drop is about four times higher
than Niagara- and more than twice as high as
Victoria Falls, but aside from a small airstrip
and a visitor center, there’s virtually no
infrastructure - no fences, information panels,
hotels or restaurants, and not a single road
leading here.

Of the lucky few that make it here, most only
spend a few hours of sightseeing before flying
back to Georgetown. I consider myself even
luckier than that as I get to spend the night in
a spare room in the wooden dormitory just
behind the falls, where the men who maintain
the airstrip reside. Ironically, their bathroom
has norunning water, but 'm told I can bathe
in the shallows between the rocks a few meters
behind the roaring cascade. There, soaped up
under the rising moon, I shudder as I think
about the caiman. As it turns out, I'm not
about to be devoured. Unlike humanity,
caimans have been around since the age of the
dinosaurs, outlasting them by 66 million years.
A successful species like that knows better
than straying near the edge of an abyss. «

JURRIAAN TEULINGS IS A WIDELY PUBLISHED
TRAVEL WRITER AND PHOTOGRAPHER. HERE
ARE HIS RECOMMENDATIONS FOR GUYANA.
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Taste of Freedom
From Georgetown, |
joined “singing chef”
Eon John on his
Taste of Freedom
tour, focused on
Afro-Guyanese
history and food,
covering important
slave monuments
and Victoria, the first
official freed village
in Guyana. It ended
with a delicious meal
in his own backyard
kitchen, and yes,
asong.
singingchefadven-
tures.com

Delven Adams
Another chef,
another backyard
café; though this
time it was Delven
Adams, who
introduced me to
the wondrous,
indigenous flavor of
cassareep, a syrup
made from bitter
cassava, and its
place in pepperpot,
the national dish.
instagram.com/
backyardcafe.gy
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Cara Lodge
Georgetown’s Cara
Lodge, housed inside
one of the city’s
oldest surviving
wooden buildings,
has all the history
and charm that big
chain hotels lack:
built in the 1840s, it
has hosted President
Jimmy Carter, HRH

King Charles Il and
Mick Jagger. It’s
worth visiting just for
a drink on the patio
or a dinner at the
Bottle restaurant.
caralodge.com

Surama Lodge

The community-run
Surama Lodge
offers an authentic
window into Makushi
indigenous life. The
village of Surama
itself is small but
welcoming, and the
eco-lodge provides
simple but comfy
accommodations,
and guides for jungle
treks, birdwatching,
and night safaris. |
climbed the nearby
Surama Mountain at
dawn for panoramic
views over unbroken
rainforest and
learned about
cassava processing
from local villagers.
suramaecolodge.com
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Mahaica River
Though getting to
Kaieteur Falls or the
Rupununi savanna
requires a plane ride,
many of the birds
and primates of
Guyana’s green
interior can also be
enjoyed on a boat
trip along the
Mahaica River,
close enough to
Georgetown for

a morning visit.

| arrived early
enough to find the
bleary-eyed howler

monkeys supremely
relatable.
wilderness-explorers.
com

Birds, birds, birds
Lacking the patience
of a birder, | still
found Guyana’s
glorious diversity of
rare and colorful
species irresistible.
For bird lovers, a
stay at Atta
Rainforest Lodge
near the lwokrama
Canopy Walkway is
a must; to me, the
sheer number of
supposedly rare
cocks-of-the-rock at
Kaieteur Falls were
the highlight.
iwokramacanopywalk-
way.com

Jurriaan Teulings was
invited to Guyana by
Sapa Pana Travel, a
Dutch specialist in
bespoke journeys
through Latin America.
sapapanatravel.nl

Book
this
story

s.).

KLM operates two
direct flights per
week to Guyana’s
Cheddi Jagan Intl
Airport from
Amsterdam
Airport Schiphol.

Book your flight
on kilm.com



