Kansas City Zoo Photo Club Meeting Minutes

July 17, 2006
The meeting began with a presentation by our guest speaker, Jim Griggs from Great Plains Nature Photographers.  Jim gave a talk and slide show on his photo trip to Tanzania in June 2001.

Jim was there during the dry season.  He wants to return next year during the wet season, to compare.

He said the Serengeti is about the size of Yellowstone Park.  The Serengeti ecosystem is much larger and extends into Kenya.

They flew to Amsterdam, changed planes, and spent another eight hours flying to Kilimanjaro International Airport near Arusha.  They used a Tanzanian-owned safari company called Unique Safaris, which was a cream-of-the-crop company.  They were in six-passenger Land Rovers with only three people per vehicle, so there was lots of room to move about.  The drivers have degrees in biology or similar studies, really know their stuff, and have eyes like a hawk.
Jim took a 100-to-400 zoom but said he really didn’t need more than a 200-300.

There were tsetse flies there; they are hard to kill.  He said they bit him right through his jeans.

Jim said they were on the ground in Tanzania for 10 or 11 days.  It was a great trip and was all he could talk about for a year.  His friends think he is crazy!  (But we understand, Jim!)

He said the visitation fees for the Serengeti were just increased.  It was $20 a day; now it is $100 a day.  He said the trip will be 50 percent more expensive this time.

He explained that you do not need a tripod on this trip.  You shoot out of the Land Rover with a beanbag; Jim used a Kirk beanbag.  You can get out of the vehicle, but then you are part of the food chain!

Jim shared a slide show he has prepared of the trip.  He has done this for kids and adults; for adults, he includes maps.

They flew into Seronera in the Serengeti.  The vehicles stopped near a waterhole, where they saw hippos and an elephant in the background.  The road to Serengeti is well-maintained but is just gravel.

The accommodations were tents with floors, king-sized beds, chemical toilets, and showers.  They were very nice.  You go out to the campfire in the evening and have nice meals, and beer and pop.  They load up at 6 a.m. and are on safari by sunrise.  All the cooking is done on charcoal (including cakes!).  There were six staff in camp for seven customers.

He shared images of an East African sunrise, cheetahs (he said you could jog near the camp, but there were two cheetahs 300 yards from camp), and Grant’s and Thompson’s gazelles.  The small Thompson’s, or Tommys as they are known, are also called happy meals.
The Serengeti plains are at 5,000 feet elevation.  It gets to about 80 degrees during the day and 40-45 at night.  There is no humidity.

He also saw waterbuck, impala, and topi (which means “five colors”).  One morning, they saw a male lion as they were leaving the tent.  Giraffes were interesting; they think the acacia leaves at the top of the tree are better than at the bottom, apparently.  In some images, you see birds on the giraffes – the birds are getting a meal of parasites.

He had a picture of a secretary bird before sunrise and a lilac-breasted roller, the national bird of Tanzania.  Also he shared images of a superb starling, ostriches, a stork, ibis, and crowned crane.

Jim explained that on the plains, ash from volcanoes left rock mounds called “kopjes”.  This is Dutch for “cap”.  It is a good place to get up high to see what there is to eat, so some of the predators can be found there, such as the picture he shared of a female lion on a rock.  He also had an image of a female lion nursing cubs.  This was maybe 50 feet away.
Jim said one lion had bad breath – he was really that close!

He related that they would go on safari but had to be back before dark; otherwise, you would be taken for a poacher and could be shot.

He said they saw quite a few cheetahs, which looked skinny, except a female that looked pregnant or had just had a litter.
He showed pictures of Lake Ndutu in the Serengeti.  It was dry; the water was drying up.  The only thing there was flamingos.  He told of another lake that had high grass around it during the wet season.  Predators would hide in the grass, so every ten feet you would find a skeleton, left over from a predator’s meal.
They saw bat-eared foxes and black-backed jackals.  The vehicle broke into a hyena den once and had to be pulled out.

At one point, they saw vultures circling, and followed them.  Hyenas had found a “happy meal” (Tommy).  In the image he showed, the one in back is covered in blood.  A lioness came up, ran all the hyenas off, and grabbed the Tommy.

They drove out to a gathering place for Maasai, the warrior tribe, and spoke to them through their guide.  One wanted a Walkman.  They said you could mail them at a certain boma (village) in Tanzania and it would get to them.  They did not have e-mail “yet”.  They do not recognize countries, so they pass back and forth between them.  They like watches – the wind-up kind, because batteries are hard to come by there.  He videotaped them and showed it to them, and they thought it was hilarious.
From the Serengeti, Jim said they went to Ngorongoro crater, which is a ten-mile-wide caldera.  There is one road in and one road out.  Jim said it is the closest thing to a Garden of Eden.  There is plenty of water in this ecosystem, so the animals do not have to leave.  You have to have low gear on the steep road to get down into the crater.  There are plains, a lake, a swamp, and a forested area.  The Ngorongoro lions are lighter than other lions, for some reason.  They saw lots of animals:  Tommys, hyena, wildebeest (that do not have to migrate), egrets, black rhino, Cape buffalo, elephants, and more.  The Maasai can come in with their cattle; they hike in and out every day.  They carry a club, a knife, and a spear.

It is a unique place, with a bit of everything there.

They had an elegant picnic there with fine silverware – and elephant pies on the ground!

On the way out, they saw a Marshall eagle and guinea fowl.  They finally saw some vervet monkeys, too.  Once they got out of the crater, they saw a herd of elephants crossing the road.

Next they went to Lake Manyara, a big, beautiful lake.  They get a lot of rain there, so the lake was full and there are a lot of seeps as well.  They saw acacia with huge thorns.  He counted 150 baboons in the trees and nearby, some with babies riding on the moms.  They saw a whole family of elephants, teaching the younger ones how to dig for water.  At Lake Manyara, you see lions in trees, which is unusual, but they do climb them there.

They also stopped at Gong Rock, where you see caves with signs of fire and petroglyphs.  It is obvious that people have been here for quite a while, though Jim did not know how old the petroglyphs were.

Speaking of people being here awhile, they stopped at Oldavai Gorge, where the Leakeys did their anthropological work.  They got a special tour by the curator of antiquities there, and saw a fossilized giraffe skeleton and the fossilized knee bone of a rhino.  Louis and Mary Leakey discovered Zinjanthropus man at Oldavai Gorge.

Jim shared more interesting information about his guide and the Maasai history and culture. 

They took their trip with Boyd Norton, a well-known professional photographer.  He runs the safari company now.  You can go to www.nscspro.com to link to his trips.  He also has trips to Lake Baikal in Siberia.
Jim shot with Fuji ProVia 100F and 400F.  He carried a lot of large Ziploc bags; there was a lot of dust.  He is going digital next time.  He shoots everything RAW and worries about white balance later.  Before he went to Africa, he called the famous photographer George Lepp to ask about proper equipment, and George said the most he would need would be a 100-400 lens.

Nine months after this trip, Boyd asked them to go to Quito, Ecuador and then the Galapagos Islands for $400.  Jim and Cindy could not pass it up!
Jim said the fall meeting of the Great Plains Nature Photographers would be here in Kansas City at Johnson County Community College on November 18.  George Lepp will be the guest speaker, and it will cost $15 or $16.  The Web site for the club is www.gpnp.org.

We took a break and had cookies.  At 8:30 p.m., Jim shared his video presentation on his Tanzania trip.  It was accompanied by music from a CD called African Skies by David Arkenstone, who was fine with Jim using his music as long as he gave credit.  His Web site is www.davidarkenstone.com.  

Jim and Cindy Griggs’ company is called Selective Focus.  Jim handed out business cards.
After Jim’s very entertaining presentation, Carla Farris pointed out that the zoo is having its annual photography contest.  This year you can submit 8x10 or 8x12 images, and color or black and white.

Max Evans said he needs pictures of the baby baboon and the Discovery Barn.

Linda Williams said the Liberty Fall Festival is coming up, and there will be one street for local artists.  There is no cost for a booth.  It is September 22 and 23, from 11-9 on Friday and 9-9 on Saturday.  She has information and a few application forms if you are interested.  Carla said she will probably have a booth; if you are willing to help work it part-time, you can put your pictures up in it.

The meeting adjourned around 9 p.m.  The next meeting is scheduled for August 21 at 7 p.m.


-- Tracy Goodrich
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