The Source of the White Nile

The best 30 kms of White Water in the world!!

The nine guilty participants were: 

Chas, Tim, Maria, Nick, Graham, Mark, Heather, Simon and Cheryl.

In the beginning:

It had been over a year since his Zambezi trip and Chas was getting itchy feet. The Reading crowd had just returned from a White Nile trip and were extolling its beauty and extreme size. So Chas started to ask around as to who would want to go in 2004. A few people started to show some interest during the initial few months of planning, and then Mark decided enough was enough and made the first airline booking, others followed and we were soon well underway.

Who was where and when:

Due to the differing number of day’s holiday available and distances being travelled we set out and returned as three groups but managed to meet up at Nile River Explorers (NRE) and Hairy Lemon (HL) Island for 4 days.
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Group 1 

Mark and Heather travelled out from the UK at the end of the School term and had the longest stay, spending 4 days trekking up (and down) Mount Elgon before returning to NRE for Boxing day to take up some paddling with the rest of the group. Returning to the UK on 1 Jan.

Group 2

Simon and Cheryl travelled out from the US before Xmas spending time paddling at NRE then HL for Xmas and back to NRE to meet up with the others. Returning to the US on 31 Dec.

Group 3

Chas, Tim, Maria, Nick and Graham travelled out from the UK on Boxing Day and met up with the others at NRE before moving on to HL for New Year. Returning to the UK on 03 Jan.

The story:

The author was part of Group 3, hence this report strongly leans toward the adventures experienced by that group.

This is a true representation of the adventure (as interpreted by the author), using the real names of those taking part (no substitutes), and the author apologises for any offence intentionally caused to the participants. 

No animals were deliberately harmed during this trip (except for the Night Viper on New Years Eve).

Day 1 – 26 Dec

Everyone in Group 3 meets at the airport for 6pm, with 3½ hours to spare. The BA staff looked surprised to see four kayaks piled up and blocking the isles. We were also getting worried with most of us exceeding our 23kg weight limit. So we send Maria off to find out the best way to book all our kit onto the flight without blocking up the isles (at this time the queues were about 100 deep).

The kind lady on the customer services desk offered to book us in, asking how much our boat’s weighed; Chas said 13kgs (most were around 19kgs). The bags were weighed and taken away and our boats were not weighed but just taken away from us. We were done, we had jumped the 100 deep queue, had no excess baggage costs – what a great airline British Airway’s is.

The overnight flight was uneventful, with most of us sleeping though it.

Day 2 – 27 Dec

Flight arrives at Entebbe at 8am, it takes 15 mins to check in but a further 2 hours to collect our baggage (time to get changed, have [image: image2.jpg]Grade 5
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a wash etc etc).

We meet up with another Kayaker, an Irishman by the name of Colin, he had travelled out on Xmas Eve but his kit (including kayak never made it), but was on our flight.

Mark had suggested that Colin shared the Taxi with us and it was a good job really as Colin found out that the taxi bus to collect us had not been booked by NRE, we would have been left stranded.

It was a 3hr drive from the Airport to the NRE site at Jinja. We arrived about 2pm with Mark and Simon gagging to take us for a paddle. So we were hurriedly booked in allocated our Banda and given not time to get sorted.

After a quick burger for lunch we were led off for our first taste of the White Nile.

The plan being to warm up on some play spots above Bujagali Falls and then run the Falls and travelling down through 50/50, Total Gunga, Surf City and to finish at Silverback.

The new arrivals set off in a fairly nervous mood, the play spots were easy and fun which made them all feel more at ease.

The first big rapid was Bujagali Falls – a meaty and pushy grade 4, approached along the centre line then paddle hard left to pick up the curling wave before you get slammed into the stopper formed by the two sides of the tongue crashing into each other. The upper right hand side slides under the downstream water, not a place to get your left and right wrong or you’ll spend plenty of time searching the river bed.
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We bypassed the Rib Cage rapid (more on this later in the week) and we crossed an Island to miss some harder channels – a boat had been lost here earlier in the week by an American, he was in the process of negotiating its recovery from the local tribe leader. We then ferried across behind the Falls to walk up from the bottom, watching Chas spending some time saving himself from being sucked down by a whirl pool that had formed on the eddy line added to the anticipation.

Now it was the big decision time “who dares to run the falls”, after watching Simon and Mark get a good soaking but punch through the stopper with just a few rolls and making it look fairly easy we all decided we would give it a go.

Nick was the first to go followed by Graham; both of them got a good pummelling but each rolled well and survived.

Tim went next, he ran a pretty good line but hit the left hand side of the V too far down and got back flipped into the centre boiling mass. He came out the other side rolled up but got flipped again by the following waves, after a couple of roll attempts a fish inspection was underway.

Chicken Chas was the last to go, breaking in at the top and skipping through [image: image4.jpg]


the waves above he made it to the lip, but too far over to the right, thinking “god it looks big” he never made the line and ended up hitting the centre boiling mass side on for an extended ride (mostly inverted), after a feeble two roll attempts Chas joined in the fish inspection (not wanting to make Tim feel bad). At this point both Tim and Chas retired to the Bar and showers. The others continued on to Silverback via 50/50, Total Gunga & Surf City, the story told was that everyone survived but with plenty of down time and a few coming close to swimming.

Returning back to NRE on the back of small motor bikes known as Boda Boda’s.

Day 3 – 28 Dec

Tim & Maria moved next door into a luxurious complex next to the NRE backpackers lodge, at $40 per person per night, ours was only $5. 

The NRE Site was fairly good and the showers backed onto the river with no back wall so you could see right across whilst washing down after a days paddling.
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On this day we decided to take on the easier option of running the day 2 raft sections from Itanda down to the Malalu play hole, taking in the Bad Place, Vengeance, Novocaine, Hair of the Dog, Slappers Hole, Kulu shaker, Nile Special, Hairy Lemon Island and numerous other gr3 rapids on the way.

This turned out to be a good day’s paddling, we were accompanied by Cheryl (who successfully completed her BCU 3* on the following day) and the usual suspects.

Tim decided to keep up his daily interest in the aquatic wildlife after an argument with a boily eddy line in the rapids following a gr3 wave train (only 12ft or so high waves).

We reached the “Nile Special” play hole, most having a good play or beating as it was very surging stopper with quite large breaking back waves trailing behind it. But a big eddy on the right provided some feeling of safety.
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After a short stop at Hairy Lemon Island for a quick cold drink and to confirm our bookings for later in the week; we headed off on the long flat trip to the “Malalu” play hole. 

We reached “Malalu”, which was more enjoyable than “Nile Special” as it was not surging and had no large breaking back waves trailing behind it. However the eddy lines were boiling and had numerous whirl pools to catch out the unwary. After an hour or so playing we took our last run on the wave before heading off to NRE.

Chas got a bit of a working on his last go and struggled to roll, he eventually made it. Confused as to where the get out was he drifted off down stream avoiding the whirly eddy line.  Graham, meanwhile was sitting in an eddy and knowing where the get out was waited for the rest of the group to finish playing. Graham saw Chas drifting too far down stream and struggling to get to the get out. Kindly Graham dropped down stream to see if Chas was OK. It turned out that they were too far below the eddy and could not paddle up stream against the current. Chas decided to get out and walk, but we were at the bottom of a steep hill with no path. As Chas got out, suddenly four children appeared from absolutely no where asking to help us and to carry our boats. We had very little small change, but Chas agreed a fee, handed over his boat and started walking off. Graham had no money on him and he tried to tell the children, but thankfully they picked up his boat and they all struggled off up the jungle hill. Half way up Graham managed to slip and graze his knee by falling down a hole, this lead to the first occurrence of the first aid kit and iodine application (by Tim). This really amused the locals as Graham squealed and clenched his fists as Tim carefully spread the iodine all over the exposed graze. They had finally made it to the top of the hill and the waiting bus covered in black seeds, fly’s and dust.

Day 4 – 29 Dec

This was our “big day” taking in the day 1 raft sections containing all the gr4 & 5 rapids. Heather had misplaced her passport so both her and Mark had to head off to Kampala to get her a replacement to travel home on. Leaving just five of us to run these rapids (Simon, Chas, Tim, Graham and Nick) and also act as raft safety kayakers picking up bodies and paddles.

This trip for us started at “Rib Cage” and ended up at “Bad Place” taking in on the way Bujagali Falls, 50/50, Total Gunga, G Spot, Surf City, Silverback, Jaws, Pyramid, Overtime, Retrospect, Bubodo and Itanda on the way.

Rib Cage – grade 4

We got in above Bujagali Falls and the infamous Rib Cage rapid. We paddled over to the island above Rib Cage and got out to take a look. There was a sloping curved shelf that you needed to run hard right on to go through a 1m gap avoiding the stopper that ran round the rest of the shelf. The centre of the stopper led you down stream into an Island covered in tree and undercut roots “the Rib Cage”. It looked fairly easy to do.

We pealed off around the Island, Simon followed by Tim took a good line, next was Graham followed by Chas and Nick. As Graham rounded the Island he appeared to stop paddling and dropped straight into the stopper getting back looped and flushed around to the centre in an upside down position before being released. He then rolled up half way between the stopper and “Rib Cage”, couldn’t decide which side to paddle to, frantically back paddling to avoid the undercut, he then let out a bit of a squeal flipped himself over and went under the roots.

At this point Chas paddled past trying to work out how he could get up to the Island but being pushed back to the side of the river where he met Tim, both of them thinking that Graham was pinned under the Island. Once they made the boily eddy they saw his boat floating off towards Bujagali Falls and Graham frantically swimming into the last eddy above the falls, a sigh of relief. Everyone bar Graham had made a perfect line for Rib Cage.

However at this point Tim, deciding not to be outdone by Graham and to keep up his daily interest in the aquatic wildlife had another argument with the boily eddy that he and Chas were residing in.

Bujagali Falls – grade 4 (bypassing The Hump, Brickyard, Widow Maker, Escape Hatch & Blade Runner)

Simon ran the falls on his own and then single handidly recovered Grahams kayak, towing it back to the bottom of the falls. Chas and Nick helped to recover Tim and his floating accessories. Now it was time to decide who is going to run Bujagali Falls. 

Graham had a nasty bruise/graze on his shoulder from running upside down around the shallow stopper and was not feeling fit enough to continue. Tim also decided that the aquatic wildlife needed a rest from his gaze and both of them returned to the bar and showers. Cheryl then spent some time fixing the dent in the side of [image: image7.jpg]


Graham’s boat – occasionally supported by Graham and Tim.

This left just Simon, Chas and Nick to run the remaining rapids and support the six rafts plus the topo duo as safety kayakers (in addition to the local paid guides/kayakers). Not to be outdone by Simon both Nick and Chas decided to run Bujagali Falls. Chas asked Nick to go first just in case Chas needed rescuing again at the bottom, Nick could then help Simon. Nick ran a good line but was not quite far enough left, he bounced through the centre but stayed upright. Chas also made a good line, this time he was far enough left and made it to the top of the left hand curling wave, sliding over the top into the boily mass behind staying upright at last.

The final three waited in the eddy below the falls for the Raft trip to arrive before setting off into the wilderness.

50/50 – grade 3

This was a massive breaking wave train which resulted in a 50:50 chance of being flipped over, Simon and Nick used this to practice wave wheels whilst Chas just concentrated on staying upright.

Total Gunga – grade 4 (featuring the G-Spot hole)

This was probably one of the longest and hardest rapids we paddled, with enormous alternate wave trains crossing from both sides and then exploding into the air as they met each other.

The entry to the rapid starts just right of centre to avoid the central left hole behind the second wave then moving off centre left to avoid the mother of holes “G-Spot” which was centre right. All this whilst having to smash through very large alternate breaking waves and whirlpools that would eat a car and boils the size of dining tables. 

Once you reached the large cushion wave pushing you away from the small island you knew you had reached the end. Simon and Nick had some down time on this rapid but surprisingly Chas again maintained a stout upright position not wanting to spoil his hair with no rolling required (just as well really).

Silverback – grade 4 (bypassing the Ugly Sisters)
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This one had the biggest entry waves that can be attempted to be surfed by the brave like Simon and Nick (but not by Chas). A huge ferry glide across the entrance lip warms you up as you frantically try not to drop back down stream into the maelstrom. 

The plan being to start on the slope just right of centre (but how can you tell without looking and when you look its too late and you’ve turned – yikes !!). You then need to power towards the left hand side trying to hit the V half way down before it starts to curl back onto you too much and back loops you into huge central pile. This run is about 300m long and drops about 50m. Simon and Nick again had some down time on this rapid but surprisingly Chas again maintained his poseur and even managed to break out after the third wave.

A fair amount of time was spent recovering rafters and paddles, even the front passenger of the Topo Duo fell out whilst it was back looped in the entrance pile. The guide rolled up the boat but with a big hole in the front it just sunk again.

Jaws – grade 3 followed by Pyramid – grade 3
These two rapids comprised of big crashing wave trains that Simon and Nick used to practice their wave wheels whilst Chas continued to concentrate on staying upright.

Overtime – grade 5 (bypassing the Dead Dutchman)
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These are heaving going and very rocky gr5 rapids, we stuck to running the bottom of Overtime and everyone (including us) portaged the top section. We avoided at all costs the further right channel called Dead Dutchman for obvious reasons.

The Raft guides did run the first part over some very shallow and steep rocky rapids with no big issues.

We got back on half way down and broke out into the main flow to be told that below the next horizon line was a section wide stopper with a 1m tongue through the centre which we needed to get, but could not see from above!!, if we made this we then needed to head off left to avoid another big hole in the wave train right. Although pretty scary we all made this rapid OK, with Simon and Nick having some small down time and now a pretty boring Chas staying upright.

Some time was spent here rescuing rafts, paddles, bodies as virtually none made it through the hole upright, one raft even lost its guide whilst keeping the rafters on board who didn’t know what to do or how to recover their guide.

Retrospect – grade 4 followed by Bubodo – grade 4 (bypassing the Super Hole)

These two rapids comprised of big crashing wave trains that Simon and Nick again used to practice their wave wheels whilst Chas continued to concentrate on staying upright and keeping his hair dry.

Itanda – grade 6 (bypassing Hypoxia & Kalagala Falls)

This dodgy gr6 rapid starts with a breakout on the lip of the entrance falls, the eddy is huge but you take great care to make sure you don’t swim or flip in the gr3 rapids above. The upper gr6 portion is portaged.

Bad Place – grade 4
This is a second half of the Itanda Falls rapid, a huge flushing hole. At this point Chas decided that as he had not even had to roll he would forgo a trip through the Bad place and stayed up on the hill overlooking the rapids. 

Both Simon and Nick decided to run the rapid. Simon got a perfect break in and ferried out far enough to be able to skirt the hole. However, Nick took a more adventurous line getting jammed on some rocks whilst trying to break out he could not ferry out far enough to skip the hole on the left, so he decided to move back in towards the bank and skirt it on the right. He never made the full line and ploughed into the edge of the hole. Luckily he flushed through and got spat out of the back, rolling up in amazement and to the cheers of the raft guides – only a very few crazy people run this line.

Day 5 – 30 Dec
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Most of us decided this would be the first of our lazy days, we were off to Hairy Lemon in the afternoon, Cheryl needed to do her 3* assessment and both Simon and Cheryl had a plane to catch early in the following morning.

We split up into two groups, Simon with Mark and Nick did the run to Silverback again. Whilst the remainder including Heather and Cheryl paddled the Back Wave at Bujagali.

It was on this day that Chas decided he would run the 15m slide down into the river.

Cheryl also successfully completed her BCU 3* assessment on the River Nile. I’m sure that not many people can say they have done that.

We then headed off to paddle the Back Wave behind Bujagali Falls, where Heather got in a few pretty good surfs and Cheryl managed to practice her moving water roll (ready for her 4*).

At the end of the day, Mark, Heather, Tim, Maria, Nick, Graham and Chas headed off to Hairy Lemon saying goodbye to Simon and Cheryl.

Day 6 – 31 Dec

Our 1st day at Hairy Lemon, we paddled over to Nile Special in the morning with Mark. It was quite bouncy and difficult to get on to. After lunch Mark and Heather left to travel back to NRE and the remainder (Chas, Graham, Nick & Tim) headed off to Malalu for a good beating. Tim was eager to keep up his aquatic experience after a good ride on the wave. We took four Boda Boda’s back to Hairy Lemon, two of us each with a driver on two bikes and drivers plus two kayaks on the other two bikes, an experience not to be missed.
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New Years Eve was set off to a good start by a happy hour where all liqueur shots were about 10p each. Needless to say that after about 10 rounds everyone was in a very merry mood. Even the wild life decided to join us with a 6 foot night viper dipping down from the rafters and needing to be hastily despatched to meet its maker before sharing its poisonous bite with one of us, it was a good job this was early in the evening – nearer midnight and it could have been very serious.

Day 7 – 1 Jan

It was a very slow start today, with most needing the morning to recover from the previous nights over indulgence (except Maria who needed all day!!). In the afternoon just Chas, Graham and Nick ventured out to the Nile Special for a good beating – only managing about an hour at best before retiring to the Hairy Lemon bar.

Day 8 – 2 Jan

Our last day at Hairy Lemon, today we decided to go for a pre-breakfast paddle on the Nile Special, with just Chas and Nick taking up this option. The water level was much lower (Sunday) and the ride was very good – more of a surf than being beaten up. 

We left Hairy Lemon at about 11am for the hour or so journey back to the NRE site.

The afternoon was spent packing up ready for the following day’s trip back to the UK. Even the temptation to paddle down to Silverback with the local paddlers (and Steve Fisher’s crowd) was not strong enough (even for Nick). 

Day 9 – 3 Jan

Depart from NRE at 5am for three hour journey to Entebbe Airport and our return to the cold UK.

Trip Costs:

Flight £580, accommodation and spending money £200, plus approx £200 spent on medicines and travel goods.

Total cost about £1000, each additional week would cost £60-80 ish.

Travel & Logistics:

BA fly direct to Entebbe.

Taxi to and from the Airport to NRE $140 (£75) each way.

Taxi from NRE to HL $50 each way (£30).

Boda Boda shuttle (arranged at NRE and HL) rides cost about 10 000 shillings each (£3)

Save US $4 for paddle cling film wrapping at the Airport on the way out.

Currency:

Local currency is Ugandan Shillings – but don’t take any out of the country as you can’t change them.

Most people (apart from Boda Boda drivers) will take either US dollars or Sterling.

Health concerns:

Malaria, Bilhartzia, Dengue fever, Aids, Rabies.

