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Description


Bruce Bryden’s collection of stories about the life of a bushveld conservationist draws on 27 years in the service of the Kruger National Park. It makes for a gripping read, abounding with encounters with elephant, lion, buffalo, leopard and rhino, whether darting for research, managing culling operations by helicopter or stalking on foot. In the best tradition of bushveld stories, there is a great deal of shooting, and a fair amount of running away; there are meetings with extraordinary characters among the rangers; memorable gatherings; hilarious mishaps and narrow escapes; and throughout, a great love and respect for both the wilderness and the creatures that inhabit it. Bruce Bryden started his career in the Kruger National Park in 1971, as a graduate assistant biologist. He progressed through the ranks as ranger, district ranger, park warden and regional ranger, eventually becoming chief ranger in 1983.
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Dedication


To conservation officers and their wives,


dead or alive: it was great being part of the team.


Thank you.









Foreword


FOREWORD


I spent 30 of my best years – from 1971 to 2001 – as a nature conservation officer with South African National Parks. Of these, all but three were devoted to the Kruger National Park, that great and justly famous sanctuary for the animals of southern Africa that have been so grievously sinned against by mankind.


The retreat of the game herds and the shrinking of their habitats is a matter beyond pity or regret; in the end, as it is everywhere in the world, it is part of a greater cycle of change that is driven by the struggle for resources (not unmixed, of course, with depredations inspired by sheer greed, and compounded by silly or short-sighted actions), and inevitably the animals have lost, so that they have become prisoners in the land where once they teemed in great numbers almost wherever the eye could see. But game reserves like the Kruger National Park and many others have ensured that although a relatively pristine southern Africa has disappeared, most likely for ever, most of the veld creatures in all their enormous diversity have survived, although there have been a few grievous losses along the way, among them the bloubok, the black-maned Cape lion (although I don’t really believe that it was a different species from our common lion) and perhaps the quagga. The quagga might still be dragged back from oblivion by a re-breeding programme that is currently in progress, but generally speaking, the species that have gone are gone forever.


That is primarily why the game reserves exist. It is not the only reason – they are invaluable to scientific research, for example, and can make significant contributions towards social upliftment by way of direct employment, or indirect employment as a result of tourism – but at the end of the day they are first and foremost safe havens for the ‘first people’ of the bushveld, and open-air classrooms where human beings can renew the ancient interaction between man and animal that has progressively disappeared in an increasingly overpopulated and technologically advanced world. That is why I said that I had ‘devoted’ almost my entire career to the Kruger National Park. Dedicated game rangers do not, frankly, gain any noteworthy material reward from their arduous, usually under-funded and frequently dangerous work, but when the time comes for them to hang up their well-worn boots they have the satisfaction of knowing that although they might not be remembered by name to future generations, those generations will reap the benefit of their efforts.


When I became Chief Ranger in 1983 the Kruger National Park was on the threshold of an immensely significant period in its history. It was then almost a century old, and it had developed to a state that would have surprised the pioneers like James Stevenson-Hamilton and Harry Wolhuter, who had nursed it into life and guided it through its perilous infancy to the beginning of more enlightened times. When the Park was proclaimed by President Paul Kruger, attitudes toward wild animals were still based on a very literal interpretation of the biblical injunction that God had given Man dominion over the birds of the air and the fishes of the sea. By the time the pioneers bowed out the world was coming to realise that such dominion meant not the conferral of a licence to plunder but the assumption of a great and noble responsibility. Now, at the dawn of the 1980s, the Kruger National Park was about to go through another great – if vastly different – transition period, a time of immense social and political change, protracted civil warfare, widespread population movement and great want. We were lucky enough to be the midwives during that period – I say ‘we’ because the hands of many men and women contributed to the task. They came from a variety of backgrounds, walks of life and cultures. Some were black, some were white, and between them they worshipped a variety of different deities and spoke half a dozen different languages. A few went bad in the process and betrayed their trust. Most of them did not, and when they retired they handed their successors a going and even flourishing concern.


In those 27 years in the Kruger National Park I served at every level, starting as a humble but rather grandiosely titled ‘Post-Graduate Assistant Biologist’ and working my way up to Ranger, Chief Ranger and finally to Senior Manager: Conservation Support Services. Every step up the ladder exposed me to new experiences and new insights, all gained the hard way, so that my personal conservation ethic was in a constant state of development and maturation as I did things under my own steam and benefited from the influence and mentoring of various individuals I encountered or worked with. Formal education is a vital part of the modern game ranger’s professional repertoire, but book-knowledge is useless without a sound leavening of experience – both personal and the kind that can be gained only by listening to those wiser than yourself.


I wrote this book partly at the urging of various friends and colleagues. I might not have undertaken the task except that so many of my contemporaries and near-contemporaries had promised to do the same but had never actually got around to the task. To me it has always seemed such a terrible waste that those life experiences – an enormously varied and often unique body of knowledge – should be allowed simply to evaporate instead of being shared with people not fortunate enough to have acquired them. So I decided to spend a year writing down some of my memories.


Readers who expect a solemn dissertation on conservation in southern Africa and my scientific contribution to it will be disappointed, as will those who approach the whole subject of game conservation in more or less the same spirit as a devout churchgoer attending early-morning mass. There are enough books like that around. What I have ended up with is a collection of stories, spiced with a few philosophical reflections (but only a few, I promise), that will give my readers a taste of the bushveld conservationist’s lifestyle, as it is lived at the ground level by that elite band of men and women who actually guard our game at the cost of much sweat and, not infrequently, quite a bit of blood. If it is a bit too informal and irreverent for some refined tastes, I regret it, but not very much.


It is a mixed bag because my experiences were so many and varied. Most of them are concerned with the things I encountered while doing research on lions or performing my duties as a game ranger, but there is also much else: adventures and misadventures (a good number of the latter!), stories devoted to most of the dangerous animals and my experiences with them – humorous, sad or frightening – and a good sprinkling of others on some related subjects. I hope that you, the reader, will enjoy them as I did (although, in all honesty, only in retrospect in some cases).


Every so often you will read about the effect of my mentors, both black and white, on my personal and professional development as I moved up through the ranks, and the deep respect that developed between us. Here I think particularly of the ‘mapoisas’, the field rangers. Few of them had had any formal schooling at all, in fact most were completely illiterate, but they had grown up in the bush and they could ‘read’ it as easily as a university graduate absorbs the essence of a complicated thesis. These men were my teachers – and at times my guardian angels as well.


It might be that what I have written above sounds a bit solemn and pompous, as if game rangers are dedicated missionaries with space for little else in their lives. Well, of course they are dedicated, or they would not put up with the conditions of their service, and of course they are missionaries when it comes to conservation. But they also enjoy life whenever they can, like all other South Africans, and sometimes in unique ways. In my opinion there are only two great certainties in a game ranger’s career. The first is that you will never be well off. The second – and best by far – is that you will do things that most other people only get to dream about. Consider the following, an ever-shining moment in my memory, all the sweeter for having a bitter end.


Well into my career the KwaZulu-Natal department of conservation asked us to help out with the most welcome of all problems – one that had arisen as a result of a successful project. The young elephants nurtured by the KZN elephant conservation programme were growing up and the population was expanding, so they asked if we could teach some of their staff the right way of culling them. Of course the request was approved, and in due course the KZN rangers arrived at Letaba, where I was to put them through the training drills. We all stayed in the rest camp, which to my mind has the finest camping ground in the world. That is a large statement, but I stand by it. There are great ablution blocks and lovely trees, and a multitude of animals, large and small, on your very doorstep. There are always bushbuck right in the camp and elephants just outside it, and every night you can exchange words with the hyaenas begging next to the fence. It is a rare occasion when you aren’t woken in the morning by the grumpy ‘one pound, two shilling’ call of a ground hornbill. And that’s just the start of it, because it just keeps getting better as the day progresses. And of course you are bound to hear the haunting call of a fish eagle, without which no camp in Africa would be complete.


It was not all work and no play. The KZN men had been warned to bring their fishing rods, and one day, after a rather abortive start to the elephant culling, I called a break and took them to the Olifants trail camp. Just below the camp, the Olifants River tumbles through a series of rhyolite gorges and into a series of potholes. The nutrient and oxygen-rich water in the potholes, together with the barrier created by the falls, provide a unique habitat for just about every fish and aquatic predator found in the Olifants River. The potholes were the best spot for bream and tiger fish that I had ever encountered, and for extra excitement there were crocodiles of monstrous size, often up to five metres long or more. Three or four kilometres downstream, where the river is slowed by a series of rocky shelves before it joins the Letaba to flow into Mozambique, the monsters were slightly less monstrous, hardly ever reaching more than a comparatively puny three or four metres, but there were lots of them, so that at one stage this last stretch of South African water was home to the highest concentration of crocodiles found anywhere in Africa.


In any case, because it was Thursday the trails camp was vacant that night. We got our heads down, and next morning early we were on the rocks with our rods. The tigers we hooked did their bit in grand fashion, and in the best tradition of happy endings lived to tell the tale, because of course we put them straight back into the river again. About 10 o’clock we left for Letaba again to carry on with the culling. That task completed, we headed back to the rest camp for our last night together. We sat around the fire and told good stories while nibbling on prime rump steak, dressed in a cream and garlic sauce and sliced up on a chopping-block, all of it washed down with a cold beer or three. It was a sublime moment, and Graham Wiltshire, then warden of Ndumu, summed it up when he said: ‘Who can beat this for lifestyle? Catch tiger fish in the morning, shoot elephants in the afternoon and end up with beer and steaks.’ None of us knew it, but Graham had only a short time left on earth; a few weeks later he came to a tragic end in an aircraft accident. I do not believe, however, that any of us who were there that night will ever forget his words. He had said all that needed saying.


That memory has helped to shape this book. So relax, imagine you’re sitting somewhere in the Kruger National Park a little after nightfall, and enjoy the stories. Everybody knows that the best ones are told around a campfire, when your world is bounded by the flickering edges of the fire’s light and you sit on a rickety folding chair, wriggling toes that are sore from a day’s walking, your well-worn jersey keeping the cold away from your sweated-out body, a can of ice-cold beer sending frissons down your face as you roll it against your forehead. That’s when the good tales come creeping out, while the night creatures sing their unforgettable accompaniment from somewhere out in the great darkness that falls so swiftly over Africa when each day’s sun has set.












1. How it All Began


1


HOW IT ALL BEGAN


When I commenced sifting through my many memories in preparation for writing this book, I actually had to stop and ask myself when and where my love for and interest in nature started. Even now I am not sure I really know, but what I do know is that genetics is a scary thing. To a great degree you are what you make of yourself, but what you do make of yourself also depends on the genetic ingredients at hand. You might be able to change the recipe, but you can’t make biltong if you don’t have meat. And then, of course, there is the influence that other people have on your development.


One personal factor that made a very early appearance, it seems, was a phobia about roofs and walls around me. Even as a toddler I preferred to use the orchard to relieve myself, rather than the more orthodox facility; and I have to confess that this urge is as strong now as it was then. Since my family was living in Johannesburg when I was born in 1948, this might eventually have resulted in a problem, but fortunately my father made a packet on the stock market just two years later and decided to try his hand at farming, so we moved to Erfenis, one of the family farms near Edenville in the Free State. All of a sudden an acre of toilet turned into 3 000 morgen of stamping grounds, an infinite amount of space to move around in and explore.


The best thing about the farm was that I had a great-grandfather who lived about four kilometres away and seemed to enjoy my company. The result of all this was that most mornings I would gallop through my compulsory plateful of oats, then propel my three-year-old body across the veld to his house, where I would eat a second breakfast consisting of thick slices of home-made bread, spread with real farm butter and garnished with springbok biltong, all served in an enamel dish. The result of this double dose of morning nourishment was that I had more than enough energy to play with all the black boys on the farm; it was a fruitful association because I learnt many facts about farm life from them.


But my great-grandfather, whom we called Oupa Mê because of his flocks of sheep, had the single most important effect in shaping my interests. He taught me to ride a horse, shoot accurately with a rifle and appreciate the natural things around me, which last probably laid the foundation of my conservator’s soul. But he taught me a great deal more as well. I never realised it, but during our time together he put me through a years-long learning process, each lesson of which was carefully timed to aid in my maturing process. I could not have had a better childhood mentor. Oupa Mê was a remarkable man who had led an interesting life, starting with the time when, as a young commando soldier in the Anglo-Boer War, he had been shot through the neck, chained to a plough and left to die. Naturally, being Oupa Mê, he not only escaped death but did so in a remarkable way, when a young farm-girl found him in extremis, freed him and nursed him back to health. If this incident had been a work of fiction they would have fallen in love, married and lived happily ever after. Since it was real life, they did not, but they maintained discreet contact until he died, much to my great-grandmother’s displeasure, although the ‘relationship’ was innocent enough, in all conscience – to the best of my knowledge it amounted to no more than an exchange of letters on their birthdays. This led directly to my first responsible job. Every year, starting a week before Oupa’s birthday on 8 July, I was responsible for sorting out the post before the old lady could get to it, and intercepting the one from his nurse of so long ago. I shouldered this responsibility before I had learnt to read, and acquitted myself of my important task by showing Oupa each letter in the post-bag on the way home from town. Later, when I had learnt my letters, it was naturally much easier, but by then the letter interception was only one of my manly duties.


Some people might regard it as a little reckless to set a boy on to monitoring the mail before he was able even to read the addresses on the envelopes, but Oupa’s mentoring started very early in my life. One of the first things I remember being taught was the difference between a Cape sparrow and a house sparrow; he hated house sparrows, which were introduced from England, and taught me to hate them too. I suspect that this was not unconnected with his having been wounded and left to die by those other interlopers from England, although he claimed it stemmed from the fact that the house sparrow was an exotic and would destroy one of our own bird species. Whatever his full motivation, they were wise words in an era in which hardly anybody regarded exotic species as a threat. Such were Oupa’s feelings towards the invaders that he paid me a bounty of one penny per bird to kill as many of them as I could. Ultimately that spelt the end for the house sparrow species on the family farms. As far as hunting other birds was concerned, Oupa’s policy was simple and specific: the only ones I was allowed to shoot were species that either competed with the poultry for their food or competed with us by eating our fruit. There was no question of shooting something simply for the sake of shooting it.


Another thing I learned on the farm besides marksmanship and practical conservation was horsemanship, and my training started early on, at the time when I was barely able to steer a tricycle. I started off riding bareback, Oupa’s philosophy being that if you could ride bareback there was no horse that you couldn’t ride saddled. Eventually I graduated to a saddle, but I was never allowed to wear shoes when riding. This stemmed from another of Oupa’s maxims: toes did not get hooked in stirrups, so you would never get dragged if you came off. It was a valid point because even the best horseman is likely to lose his seat at one time or another, and being dragged by a frenzied horse because your boot is jammed in a stirrup is tantamount to a death sentence. Many years later one of the last true cowboys and rodeo riders in the USA, John Gardner, told me that an old-time cowboy didn’t carry a handgun to defend himself against bandits, but to shoot his horse if he ended up being dragged.


My horse was a yellow mare named Mary, the last of the line of the old man’s war-horses. She was small but gutsy, and I liked to think that she adored me just as much as I adored her. No one else rode her, not even the grooms who looked after her once I went to live with my grandparents in Johannesburg to go to school, but during school holidays we spent a great deal of time together. Strangely enough, I probably walked more than I rode, because Mary was stabled at the old man’s house, so before I could climb into the saddle I had to ‘beat the feet’ for four kilometres to visit Oupa. When I was older Mary was my hunting steed as well as my friend. If Oupa wanted a springbok or a blesbok he would send me out with his .22-calibre Mauser rifle; Mary would carry me into the middle of the herd, and I would pick my animal and kill it with a brain shot. She was so well trained that when I aimed the Mauser she stopped breathing till I had fired; I do believe that if I had ever lifted the Mauser and then refrained from firing she would have suffocated rather than breathe before the shot cracked out. Wonderful hunting horse though she was, though, Mary couldn’t be persuaded to allow the dead springbok or blesbok to be tied to the back of the saddle. I tried it only once, but she showed such severe signs of stress, rolling her eyes and hyperventilating, that I got rid of the buck as quickly as possible. Instead I would bleed the buck, leave it in the veld and ride home to have someone come out with a vehicle to fetch it.


Observing Oupa’s springbok provided me with some of my earliest lessons about the behaviour of game. One of the things I learned was that when springbok are under pressure they tend to ‘pronk’, bounding into the air up to six times in succession – yet, although it was nothing for a pronk to take the buck a couple of feet off the ground, they never used their agility to jump over fences. I have never seen springbok clear fences; they prefer to crawl through under the lowest strand of wire. I also received my introduction to problem animals, a recurring headache in my later professional career, in the shape of two springbok rams that regularly broke out of the game camp and then proceeded to make a nuisance of themselves. The rams were also the unwitting authors of the greatest moment of anguish I had suffered up to then, but which I was to experience again and again in later life.


The school holidays were on and, as usual, I was on the farm when the rams pulled off another escape and Oupa instructed me to chase them back into the game camp or, failing that, to kill them. Happily I climbed into the saddle and Mary and I set off on the latest of our many expeditions. It was not long before we caught up with the miscreants and started chasing them back to the game camp. Then disaster struck – swiftly and unexpectedly, as it usually does. Mary stood in an unseen hole at full gallop and broke her left front leg. I heard the awful sound of the bone snapping and then she was down, pinning my left leg under her.


I checked myself quickly and realised that I had suffered no serious injuries. But I knew there was no hope for Mary. I unslung the little Mauser and shot her in the back of the head as she lay screaming in pain, then dragged myself out from under her and walked back to the house. Oupa met me on the verandah, saw the state I was in and, of course, immediately asked what had happened. Somehow I choked out the story, so devastated that I was almost unable to speak.


In death my beloved little Mary taught me two lasting and very painful lessons that were to stand me in good stead in the future. Firstly, how hard it is to lose an animal friend that you loved dearly. Secondly, how traumatic it can be to put down an animal, even if doing so was an act of mercy.


Dead animals were usually dumped in a gravel groove for the vultures, but horses – and Mary in particular – occupied a very special place in Oupa Mê’s heart, and so she was buried where she fell.


A problem animal of a different kind in my younger years was a large and ferocious Afrikaner bull that seemed to have a personal dislike for me. What made him even more sinister in my eyes was that he was yellow instead of red, like all the other Afrikaner cattle I knew about (I didn’t know yet that in fact yellow Afrikaners are not uncommon). My daily journeys to Oupa’s house frequently turned into impromptu long-distance treks to avoid the attentions of this demon of my early years. If he was in one of the camps on the route between our houses, I would have to make a detour, because if this monster in bovine clothing spotted me, no matter how far away I might be, he would run at me. ‘Charge’ is perhaps slightly too strong to describe that terrifying approach, but even as a four-year-old I knew it wasn’t because he wanted me to rub his forehead. This unpleasant behaviour taught me another veld lesson, though: that animals can instil fear in human beings, and also that it was quite possible to actively hate a particular animal.


The passing of time didn’t mellow this chap, and for four years he routinely terrorised me whenever he had the opportunity. I wasn’t the only one to be the target of his spleen; he was so aggressive that even some of the adult cattle herders refused to work near him. He got away with this antisocial behaviour for a long time, because he had one great virtue – he fathered a long string of first-class calves. Still, all good things come to an end. Eventually hardly any of the herders were willing to come near him, so that the other cattle in his herd had to be moved along with a vehicle. By this time Oupa had had enough of his troublesome maker of good calves, and he chose the annual game-culling as the right time to take appropriate steps. There were about 600 springbok and blesbok on the farm, and during my first winter there, I had learned yet another important lesson from Oupa Mê, about carrying capacity and the need to reduce the size of the game population at regular intervals to avoid destruction of the habitat.


The annual culling coincided with the main domestic slaughter of the year and always took place in winter, which meant that I was invariably present because of the mid-year holidays. It was not until just after my eighth birthday, however, that Oupa let me take a full part in the culling operation, under his strict tutelage, of course. The proceedings would open with the slaughtering of a pig and an ox, and after that Oupa Mê and I would shoot up to 60 or 70 blesbok and springbok, all on the same day; some of the animals would be given away and the rest would be turned into a year’s supply of biltong and sausage. Oupa was, it seemed, happy with the way I had handled myself during my first tentative essays at culling.


Needless to say Oupa was perfectly aware of my long-standing dispute with the yellow bull – or perhaps I should say the yellow bull’s dispute with me – and so I was delighted when he asked me whether I would like to take on the task of readying my old enemy for the attentions of the ladies’ sausage machine. Of course I accepted the offer – pay-back time at last! ‘When do we go?’ I asked immediately, assuming we would go out in the truck to shoot the bull. But, as always, Oupa Mê saw the task as a way-station on my personal learning curve. ‘You go on foot, alone, tomorrow morning,’ he said, ‘and remember to take a knife to cut his throat after you’ve shot him.’ The Joseph Rogers I usually carried in my pocket obviously would not be up to this challenge, so the old man armed me with a butcher’s knife from the kitchen, together with a handful of cartridges. I had been hoping they would be the long, sleek ones for the 7x57 mm Mauser, but they were .22 Long Rifles which he took out of a cardboard Eley box. I still believe that these were the best .22 cartridges ever made, but of course I’m prejudiced because those little red, yellow and black Eley boxes with the running rabbit on them are such a vivid part of my childhood memories.


Next morning early I set off to hunt the yellow bull with my .22 Mauser rifle. As usual he came for me as soon as I hove into sight, but this time I was one up on him. I kept the fence between us and took careful aim from a dead rest on one of the fence-posts while he stood snorting and pawing the ground. Then I fired and he dropped like a stone, and I climbed through the fence and slit his throat. As the blood gushed out, the tragedy of the situation struck me and I cried as only an eight-year-old boy can. I wept until I had no tears left, then pulled myself together and went to collect the farmhands and the truck to bring the yellow bull’s massive carcass back to the farmyard. I did not know it then, but I had just passed another examination in the rough-and-ready curriculum Oupa Mê had prepared for me. I realised that next day, though, when we went out to shoot the springbok and blesbok. To my surprise and delight, Oupa Mê handed me what he called his ‘Maanlicht’ before we set out on the hunt, a Mannlicher-Schoenauer rifle firing the renowned 6.5x5 mm Mauser cartridge. Magic rifle! It was a huge step up from the .22 Mauser, and I felt as if I had been elevated to another plane of existence.


It was Oupa Mê’s custom to have the culled animals gutted and then laid out under the trees in descending order of magnitude, those with the least amount of damaged meat being at the top end of the scale; the two best buck, one of each species, went to the minister of the local parish, and the ones further down the line to lesser lights such as the bank manager and the magistrate, and finally to family and friends.


That culling stays in my memory for another reason, albeit one far less dramatic than the other things I experienced. The dramatis personae consisted firstly of the pig that was to be slaughtered and secondly of one Rhagane Mogonedi, friend and soulmate of my maternal grandfather, who was generally known as Oupa Kuku because of his love for fighting cocks. Oupa Kuku and Rhagane Mogonedi were nearer to being brothers than anything else. They had grown up and grown to maturity together, and a mark of their mutual respect and appreciation was to be found in the fact that every evening they sat down over a glass of Chateau brandy for a bit of what would now be called ‘private time’. In those days, of course, hard liquor was supposed to be barred to blacks, but Oupa Kuku did not give a damn about such stupidity, particularly when it came to his brother under the skin.


I mention all this because it has a bearing on what happened. Oupa Mê didn’t believe in wasting bullets on a pig, so with his usual sagacity he would teach each year’s sacrificial pig to assist in its own demise. He would put it in a separate pen, where it received only the best provender, and then train it to come and literally beg for its food, thus presenting its forehead in a handy position for it to be despatched with one hard and well-aimed blow from a hammer when the time came.


Oupa Mê usually dealt with the pig himself, but that particular year Rhagane talked his way into the job of executioner. Rhagane despatched the pig in a style worthy of Oupa Mê himself, and he was so proud of this accomplishment that that night he demonstrated the right technique on his brother Losilu, with whom he had been biting at a bottle of Chateau brandy. Losilu dropped in his tracks in a manner remarkably similar to the pig, and a horrified and panic-stricken Rhagane rushed over to the house to babble out the bad news. Oupa Kuku, who was a doctor, hurried over to the recumbent Losilu. A rapid examination showed that Losilu was certainly dead to the world but had not expired in the clinical sense, so Oupa Kuku poured a bucket of water over him, which brought Losilu around with the beginnings of an enormous bruise on his forehead that at its full extent made him look like a latter-day unicorn. The only conclusion to be reached from this farcical episode was that the pig’s skull had obviously been softer than Losilu’s.


I might add that when Rhagane died in 1971 we buried him in a tailor-made suit and a new pair of Swiss Bally shoes, with a bottle of brandy on his chest so that he could wet his whistle now and then on his journey to wherever he was headed. We failed him in only one respect: it was Richelieu brandy because nobody could lay hands on a bottle of his preferred lifelong tipple, Chateau.


*


I got into the Kruger National Park, if not by the back door, then certainly through a side-entrance. The men in my family had almost always been either doctors or engineers, and in fact my father had been studying medicine when, as he put it, Adolf Hitler stole his stethoscope by igniting World War II. The stethoscope was replaced by the joystick of a Royal Air Force bomber, and by the time dear Adolf did himself in it was too late for Dad to resume his medical activities. When I was born, therefore, it seemed clear that I would step into my father’s shoes, or at least become a veterinarian, but my years of tutelage at the hands of Oupa Mê had set my feet on a different path altogether. So in due course I was ready to face the world as a jobless honours graduate in wildlife management.


The side-entrance creaked open for me as a result of an overpopulation problem in the Park. Between 1965 and 1969 the number of wildebeest and zebra increased so ramatically, especially in the southern and central districts, that certain areas became overgrazed. The Park management launched a culling programme that had the desired effect, but then found that the numbers of both species continued to decline after it was wound down. It was suspected that lions were probably a major cause of the continuing decline, and several research programmes were initiated to identify the problem. One of these programmes involved research on lions and wildebeest, as there were doubts as to what effect these two species were having on each other and the Park’s ecosystem as a whole. I heard about the programme, applied and, probably more through damn-fool luck than anything else, was appointed as a post-graduate assistant biologist on the lion research programme, which would lead to my master’s degree.


Thus it came about that on 2 January 1971 I set off for the Park’s headquarters at Skukuza in a very excited frame of mind, accompanied by my parents. My mother, I remember, was keen on testing my allegedly vast knowledge of the veld and was continually asking questions like: ‘What tree is that?’ My vast knowledge being anything but, I soon developed a stock answer, ‘a wild tomato tree’, which she accepted without question – after all, no son would lie to his own mother! – until the penny finally dropped.


My field assistant for the duration of my lion research was a Swazi by the name of Philemon Chauke. He was a singular character. Rake-thin and ugly as sin, he sported a set of teeth such as orthodontists dream about and had the habit of falling into a strange stammer that emerged as an exclamation that sounded like ‘mambrr’ when he was in doubt about something. Mostly he was known simply as ‘Chauke’, although among the black staff he was also called ‘Mambrr’ in commemoration of his stammer.


Chauke aka Mambrr was a real pleasure to work with. He was energetic, a great humorist and, like most people who had grown up in the Park, possessed a vast fund of stories, peppered with strange sayings that made sense only to him (if you did something that was not quite acceptable to him he would say: ‘Where do you come from, man . . . Kuruman?’ Why he cherished such disdain for that little town on the edge of the Kalahari Desert, and in fact whether he had ever been there, was a secret known only to himself). Somewhere along the line, Chauke also cultivated his own name for me, ‘Britsumpie,’ when discussing our comings and goings with the other blacks. This was in no way derogatory, but I didn’t understand at first what it meant, until I managed to associate the word ‘Britsumpie’ with anyone whose home language was English (at that stage the majority of Park staff were Afrikaans-speaking and English was rarely heard). For a long time I thought ‘Britsumpie’ was a kind of food that Chauke regarded as more or less exclusive to English-speakers, something like Yorkshire pudding, until the penny dropped and I realised that it was actually ‘British Empire’ and marked Chauke’s respect for anything British, including the Queen. It is quite possible that Chauke was, in fact, the last out-and-out British imperialist in southern Africa.


Chauke and I shared some memorable and occasionally very frightening adventures. Fortunately for him – and for me – this early bushveld mentor of mine possessed a great survival instinct and, when the circumstances required it, a turn of speed which would have put an Olympic sprinter to shame, as I was to discover.


My study programme had two aims: firstly to determine the effect of lion predation on the major prey species, which included buffalo, zebra, wildebeest and impala, and secondly to determine the effect on the rarer prey species, such as roan and sable antelope, tsessebe and eland. I was also to collect and collate information on mortality, reproduction, territoriality and movements, with a view to determining the factors limiting the growth and spatial distribution of the lion population. Yet another aim was to conduct a general study of lion predation, and tests were to be carried out on various chemical agents for immobilising lions, as well as the radio collars that would be used for tracking their movements.


The project was to be completed in two years and had to cover the whole Park – a tall order in anyone’s book. I grabbed the opportunity with both hands, undismayed by the prospect of two years’ very hard grind. Apart from the fact that this was the sort of thing I wanted to do, the survey was my foot in the Kruger National Park’s door. I was determined to become a game ranger, and at my age this was the only way into the system. So I went at it hammer and tongs, and it worked. But that comes later.


The study was divided into four sections to cover the important prey populations of the Park, and also to investigate seasonal differences in lion predation. Another postgraduate student, Butch Smuts, was already working on the population dynamics of zebra when I started my research and he later took over the lion research when I was transferred to the Ranger Section. The first and second parts of the study were conducted in the Satara area of the central district. This area contains large herds of migratory and semi-resident wildebeest and zebra, numerous giraffe, buffalo and impala, forming a complex prey community. (Satara, incidentally, is one of those place names that sounds authentically African, like Wenela, Caprivi and Ohohpoho, but is actually just the reverse. It seems that the surveyor who had measured up the state lands for farms in the way back when had had an Asian assistant, and when he ran short of inspiration when it came to naming the seventeenth farm – this happened frequently in the earlies and gave rise to some strange place-names – he called it ‘Satara’, the Hindi word for ‘seventeen’.) The third part took place on the plains north of Shingwedzi, broadly classified as ‘mopane shrub savannah’, which is part of the favoured roan antelope habitat and also supports zebra, buffalo and tsessebe, while the fourth part covered the south-eastern Lebombo Flats between Lower Sabie and Crocodile Bridge, the home of herds of buffalo and large numbers of impala and zebra. My equipment consisted of an old blue Land Rover (promptly christened ‘Betsie’) which was fitted out with a collapsible directional antenna and a 20-channel receiver for amplifying the signals from the radio collars and converting them to audible sound-levels. This might not sound very elaborate in view of the technological advances since then, but it broke new ground at the time, and the radio telemetry equipment built and supplied by the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research was the first of its kind in the country.


Procedures for conducting the survey were relatively straightforward, although naturally not always simple actually to apply to our subjects. Once a suitable pride had been selected for study, the area would be baited with a wildebeest or something similar, which would be laid out in an area likely to be visited by the lions; the carcass would be tied to a tree in a certain way, not only to prevent the lions from dragging it away but to make sure they couldn’t eat it too easily. This was because the latest the bait could be laid out was dusk, and it was essential to keep the lions at or near the carcass until daybreak, so that there was enough light for darting – two were selected out of every pride, just to cater for unforeseen contingencies – and easy relocation of the darted individuals.


The drugs were fired from either a shotgun or a crossbow. Irrespective of the method of delivery, the result was always the same: the lion would emit an angry snarl, spin around in indignant surprise to inspect the dart and then conk out as the dope took effect. Once the lion was down we fitted it with the radio collar – two layers of rubberised three-ply nylon mesh fitted with a transmitter pack and a battery pack. The collars were of the one-size-fits-all type; each would then be individually fitted to the recumbent lion, so that it was just too small to be pulled over its head, but loose enough to present no hindrance to feeding. Once the collars had been fitted and the transmitters tested, the lions would be injected with a stimulant, and we would then stay with them till they were back on their feet, to make sure that hyaenas, vultures and even other lions did not take advantage of their immobilised state and kill or injure them. A serious limiting fact was that the collars’ batteries had an effective field life of only 94 to 128 days, so that for the sake of continuity they had to be changed approximately every 80 days. This was a distinct disadvantage, because capturing the lions unsettled them, so that for about a week after re-darting they would be difficult to observe in their natural state.


Several methods were used for marking lions to assist in observing their long-term movements. Certain individuals, both males and females, were fitted with coloured collars; reports by tourists and rangers alike were collected and collated to track their movements throughout the study period. It worked well, and the collars proved very durable, so that in some cases they were worn for more than two years but remained in perfect condition. Some lions were also hot-branded with a nine-inch number on the left hind leg, and yet others ear-tagged, but this last method did not work well. The tags could easily be lost or torn out, and, given the small size of a lion’s ear, proved too inconspicuous, particularly in areas with dense bush cover.


During 1972 the number of lions in the Park was calculated from the month-end reports sent in by the rangers, giving the size of each pride as well as the sexes of the adult individuals and the approximate ages of the sub-adults. These data were then plotted on to grid maps, with coloured pins representing different prides of different sizes, and the maps superimposed on each other to give a distribution pattern. These data were also correlated to known activity zones of the marked animals in each major area of the Park. From this the approximate range and size of each pride could be calculated. From the results obtained the number of lions in the Park was estimated as being 1 000-plus.


To locate the marked lions on a daily basis was, of course, a somewhat hit-and-miss process. We would drive into the area where they were expected to be, park on the nearest high ground and switch on our electronic ‘ears’. If nothing was picked up the aerial was disconnected and folded away, and we would carry on to the next likely location. If a weak signal was picked up, we would follow it until we sighted the lions; in our case I would drive while Chauke would be spotting from the higher vantage-point in the back of the Land Rover. As soon as a marked lion was spotted, the field assistant would crouch while the vehicle was reversed into such a position that the lions couldn’t see him. This done, the assistant would join the driver in the cab – experience had taught us that if lions spotted a vehicle with people visible in the back they showed signs of nervousness and might even move away altogether, but that they did not associate people with vehicles, so that with all humans concealed in the cab they could be approached and observed under conditions that were as natural as possible.


Our working day started early. Every morning, as soon after sunrise as possible, we would set out to locate the lions by means of the radio signals. If our luck was in and the lions had made a kill during the night or early morning, they would usually still be feeding on the carcass or lying up near by, provided that the kill hadn’t been so small or young that they had polished it off. Lions are capable of eating entire small animals and the young of the larger animals at one sitting, so to speak, leaving their alfresco table so bare that not even the vultures can find the remains. In the kind of study I was doing this eating capacity makes for an inherent error that is difficult to eliminate and probably becomes a very significant factor during and immediately after calving and lambing. Fortunately, though, the lions usually remained on or near most kills until the following evening, and from the external appearance of the lions’ paunches it was easy to see whether they had recently fed or not. If it appeared that they had eaten during the night and no kill could be found in the vicinity, we would try to follow their spoor back to their resting place of the previous day. At all times we would keep a sharp lookout for the presence of vultures, a good though not infallible telltale sign of a kill – they were particularly active in the southern and central districts of the Park, and on occasion there would be up to 150 or more picking at the remains of a pride’s latest meal.


The main findings of the study as regards predation were that a pride as a unit killed an animal of about 200 kg once every four days, meaning that one lion had to make 13 kills of that size annually to obtain the 2 498 kg of meat it needed to survive. This basic figure extrapolated into something fairly awesome. If about 1 000 lions (the minimum estimated figure) ate only one species a year the total killed would come to 10 560 impala, or 2 520 wildebeest, or 2 160 zebra, or 780 buffalo.


I learnt a lot about lions during those two arduous years, much of it running contrary to conventional wisdom. Various authors of the time maintained, for example, that a lion killed its prey by breaking its neck, but in not one of the kills I examined could it be said with any certainty that the neck had been broken and caused its death. In my experience smaller prey were either knocked down by a single blow of the forepaw or caught with both forepaws and then bitten in the neck or throat region. In large animals the final charge usually brought the lion alongside the prey or slightly behind it; almost invariably the lion then leapt on to the back of the animal and grasped it with its forepaws in the shoulder and neck region. From this point onwards, one of two things happened. In some cases the animal lost its balance and fell, the lion falling with it. The lion then immediately went for a bite-hold on the neck or muzzle, although the throat seemed to be bitten into about 75 per cent of the time, and held on until the prey stopped struggling, others in the pride often obtaining their own bite-holds on the downed prey in the meantime. In other cases the lion would let itself slide off the animal, retaining its hold on the neck and pulling the prey down almost on top of it. Once the prey animal was down, the lion would bite it in the throat again and hold it down until it stopped moving. My conclusion was that suffocation was therefore the main cause of death in lion kills.


The greatest lesson I learnt was not so much about lions per se as about the virtue – in fact the utter necessity – of patience as part of a ranger’s professional tools. On average the lions were only active for about four hours a day; until you have observed them for an extended period you have no idea how lazy they are and how much time you have to spend doing absolutely nothing; by comparison the notoriously sluggish puff-adder appears almost hyperactive.


The first of the three prides of lions that I selected for research resided close to the Satara rest camp. It consisted of three adult males, two of which I fitted with radio collars, and four females with seven cubs between them. The cubs, three males and four females, were only about five weeks old when I started the study, and for most of 1971 up to my departure from the programme in May 1972 I observed them nearly every day. In the process I became very good friends with one of the adult males, which I called Number Four because that was his radio-collar frequency. Not handshaking pals, of course, but we understood each other.


One morning early I found the pride at Mavumbye Windmill, where they were lying up for the day under some umbrella thorn trees, and as usual I settled down to wait patiently for them to do something. In due course the something happened, in the shape of a ‘daggaboy’ (an old buffalo bull) who came out of the bush to have a drink. At that stage the cubs were still less than a year old, but they had obviously decided that it was time to field-test the hunting skills they had been practising on each other and the rest of the pride. Again and again they stalked and rushed at him, sometimes coming so close that they would elicit a snort and horn-hook. The buffalo did not take it too seriously, however, although daggaboys are notoriously cranky of temper, and carried on drinking, although he must have known that there were other lions in the area.


After a while the cubs tired of their game and headed back to the shade; then, totally unexpectedly, Number Four got up again and walked straight towards the buffalo with that characteristic tilted forepaw action of lions. He stopped about 20 metres away from the old fellow, who appeared to ignore his presence. The stalemate held for a few seconds and then Number Four charged. There was no time for the buffalo to get away and he hit it slightly from behind, just ahead of the shoulder, and both went down. In an instant he abandoned his original grip, clamped his jaws over the buffalo’s muzzle and sank the claws of one forepaw into the buffalo’s throat. Needless to say, the buffalo just about swept the floor with him, but Number Four held on tenaciously. This struggle went on with gradually diminishing intensity as both buffalo and lion grew tired, and eventually both were on the ground, lying head to head, with Number Four’s jaws still firmly around his ferocious victim’s muzzle. This stand-off lasted for 45 minutes, and then the buffalo gave up the ghost. When Number Four realised that he had won, he slowly stood up and laboriously limped to the shade, where he lay down to nurse what was obviously a broken front left leg. The rest of the pride, which had not stirred during Number Four’s solo struggle, now left the shade and started feeding.


Now comes the strange bit. According to conventional wisdom the pride should have abandoned Number Four now that he was incapacitated. But it did not. For the next three months Number Four struggled after the pride as it moved around, unable to take part in a kill or even keep up. Yet the other lions allowed him to share in their bounty till he was able to take a full role in the pride’s activities again. Why? I will never believe in anthropomorphism, but that day I had the distinct impression that Number Four had been giving the cubs a lesson, and it is worth noting that they did not make their first known successful kill till the age of 17 months, when they managed to bring down a 10-month-old zebra. Right or wrong? Well, take your pick. In this case I can only report what I saw and felt.


There was a lot more to the lion research programme than mere observation and periodical battery-changing. When you deal with lions you are always within reach of sudden, shockingly violent death or injury, no matter what you are busy with or what precautions you have taken. As a result, Chauke and I had some memorable, not to say near-fatal, experiences during our time on the lion research programme. Near Satara, for example, we nearly got the chop from a lion that was allegedly out cold after taking one of my darts in the backside, while on another occasion we had to fight off another lion who caught us unarmed on the back of my bakkie and was quite clearly determined to do away with both of us (see ‘Close-up Conversations with Lions’). Our association ended in October 1972, as I had finished my part of the project and was appointed relief ranger at Crocodile Bridge, while Chauke stayed on the lion project as assistant to Butch Smuts. Now I had my foot firmly in the door, and when I received a permanent ranger’s appointment in January 1973 I threw my weight firmly against that door and kept it there until 30 May 2001. I wish I could say that the inimitable Chauke and I went on to many further adventures, but it was not to be. A couple of years after we parted company he died tragically in a car accident between Tshokwane and Satara. But the little man with the big heart, the strange sayings and the unfailing help and companionship will always occupy an honoured corner in my memories.
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LAST SIGHT OF THE OLD AFRICA . . .


AND PROBLEMS WITH THE NEW


As a conservationist I am a friend of all veld creatures, but the ones that I love and admire above all others are elephants, the cleverest, most mobile and, above all, most invincible of all the big animals, and so I was very fortunate to become intimately involved with them almost as soon as my career at the Kruger National Park started. It was a mind-altering experience, and I do not mean in the drug-taking sense of the phrase. Firstly it gave me an early lesson in just how easily practical problems can shred fine schemes that are cooked up in air-conditioned offices, far from where they are to be implemented. Secondly it gave me a rare experience of the old Africa that the generations after me will never have the good fortune to witness – an experience both sad and sweet.


First of all, the folly. By the very early 1970s Mozambique was becoming increasingly unstable as the long insurgency ground towards its end and Portugal grew ever more exhausted in both resources and spirit. Naturally this lent impetus to movement westwards over the border, and the South African authorities decided to erect a people-proof fence on the eastern boundary of the Kruger National Park, stretching all the way from the Crocodile River in the south to the Limpopo River in the north. This barrier would consist of a normal, more or less elephant-proof fence, but because it was a well-proven fact that ordinary fences don’t stop people, the so-called experts came up with an added refinement. Thus was born Operation Trampoline, which involved planting a sisal fence between two firebreaks a few hundred metres apart along the entire boundary. This would make the border people-proof as well. Oh, yeah . . .


The Kruger rangers were scheduled to play a vital role in Operation Trampoline by monitoring the movements of both animals and people through areas where sisal couldn’t be planted, for example in riverbeds. One of these was Shilowa Poort, about 30 kilometres north-east of Mopani, where the Nshawu River enters the Park; I mention Shilowa Poort specifically because it is a landmark in my memories, as I’ll relate later.


The sisal fence idea was a popular conception in those days – the South African government tried the same thing along a stretch of the border between South West Africa and Zimbabwe around this time. It didn’t work there, since a sisal fence will not defeat a determined human being, and in the case of Kruger it was not only an ecological failure but a planner’s disaster. This was because the alleged experts had failed to take into consideration the fact that if you plant something in the veld, the chances are that one or other animal is going to eat it. So the fencers would plant a stretch of sisal, and every passing elephant, kudu and porcupine would promptly make a hearty meal of the young plants. The best summing-up of this farcical situation that I heard came from a certain Mr Bastos, one of our foremen. Mr Bastos, although somewhat deficient in English, was a tireless worker who laboured mightily to get the sisal plants in the ground, but eventually the bushveld freeloaders broke his spirit, and during one of the regular midday radio calls to his supervisor he said simply: ‘Mr Carl, me put-put, elephant take-take. Me go home now!’ Which, I suppose, is a suitable epitaph for the sisal fence’s tombstone.


Operation Trampoline overlapped to some extent with an extensive and altogether more sensible water provision programme that had been initiated by the Parks Board from the late 1960s onwards, part of which involved bringing in various contractors to drill boreholes that would then be fitted with windmills to pump up water for the game. The programme was aimed at compensating for the ever-increasing amount of water being drawn from the rivers before they reached the Park, and also stabilising the water supply to ensure the survival of wildlife even in times of severe drought.


It was a worthwhile but tedious business. All the wells sunk had to be tested for their delivery capacity. This involved pumping water out non-stop for 12 hours, with the delivery being measured every hour. It was a soul-destroying way of passing the time. You soon got tired of reading, apart from the fact that you invariably ran out of reading material, and other diversions were few. My personal antidote for the boredom was to explore the immediate countryside on foot in between taking the measurements, which was not only suitably diverting but educational as well, because it enabled me to acquire first-hand knowledge of all sorts of nooks and crannies.


One fringe benefit of the programme was that a well could be drilled near Shilowa Poort, where there was no permanent surface water; this well would supply both the mapoisas stationed there and the fence construction teams operating in the vicinity. When it had been dug I was assigned to measure its flow, and one day found me on top of Shilowa Hill during a between-test ramble. There was still water in the poort, but not much, and I knew that there was also quite a bit in the pools to the north, in the Nshawu Spruit on the Mozambican side, because I had been there a few days earlier. I had been helping Corporal Sandros Matsimbe to move some pipes and a Lister engine to his house at Makandizulu on the Shingwedzi River; Sandros planned to pump water out of the river to irrigate his fields in winter, his aim being to plant cash crops. The trip to Makandizulu had provided evidence that a fair amount of elephant lived in the area, and Sandros had explained that their numbers increased in early winter, around May, after which they would move back to the Kruger National Park when the water supplies were exhausted.


From my vantage point on top of the hill I could see at least four or five elephant herds, about 30 animals in total, all on Mozambican soil. The test measurements ended that night, but the sightings had sparked my interest, and I returned to my vantage point early the next morning. There were now even more elephants visible, and when I climbed up the following morning the number had swelled to 100 or so. I returned in the early afternoon, and now it looked as if something was up, because the elephants showed signs of restlessness at a time of day when they normally would still have been resting. When I had climbed the hill on the fourth day they had all disappeared, leaving only a massive spoor-path that headed straight into Kruger. I followed this beaten track all the way to the Tsende River, where the groups dispersed. It was an emotional moment for me: I realised that I had been a participant in what would probably be one of the last large-scale elephant migrations in southern Africa, because from now on the fence – the elephant-proof one, not the failed sisal experiment – would put an end to this ancient pattern of movement.


I would be the first to say that the game-proof fence was a necessity rather than a luxury, but its baneful side-effects must also be clearly understood. One of these was that we soon had to start culling, particularly in areas where these formerly migrant elephants spent the dry winter months in the Park before moving back to Mozambique, to reduce the possibility of their damaging this intrusive man-made barrier to their accustomed wanderings.


There were other routes along which elephant used to migrate once upon a time; one of these, near Matlakosa Pan, was so clear you could actually drive along it, and as time passed I watched with no small sense of sadness as the bush grew over this now-disused trail. When I left Kruger in 2001 there was still a single trail, about 50 metres or so east of and alongside the fence, that appeared to stretch from the Olifants to the Limpopo rivers. How long will this last, if it is still there? We can only hope that some time in the future the Trans-Frontier Conservation Area initiative will restore the elephants’ freedom to roam around a homeland that mankind has seen fit to divide into two countries called ‘South Africa’ and ‘Mozambique’.


*


The Trans-Frontier Conservation Area is a wonderful idea, but we should not harbour any illusions about the fact that it will bring some problems in its wake alongside all the good things it will achieve. Elephants and human beings both use up profligate amounts of space and water, and wherever the two species have to live cheek by jowl they will contend for these ever-scarcer resources. Usually it is the elephants that have to give way to the invasiveness of the human species, but fortunately national parks and other nature reserves provide them with secure areas where they can roam free. On the other hand, if the protected areas aren’t very well fenced, animals tend to move out of the parks and into areas occupied by humans, which invariably leads to trouble. It has also become very clear that the higher a given protected area’s elephant population, the more its members are inclined to venture further afield. This is very evident along the Crocodile River, the Kruger National Park’s southern boundary, as well as along the Sabie River, west of Skukuza. This problem will also manifest itself eventually – if it hasn’t done so already – along the Limpopo, Shingwedzi and Olifants rivers on the Mozambican part of the Trans-Frontier Conservation Area, not to mention the many small reserves that have acquired elephants.


One can understand why. In the bush the issue is very simple: eat or die. So if an elephant finds itself, on some very dry winter or early summer day, staring across an all-but-empty river at fields of lush vegetation, things are going to go one way. The fact that the ‘vegetation’ is a farmer’s carefully tended crop is not relevant, any more than the fact that the river might be dry because of poor catchment management upstream. What is relevant is that the elephant’s extremely capacious belly is empty and there is food right at hand. If a less than adequate fence is all that separates belly from food, or even no fence at all, the result is as inevitable as sunrise. It is, in fact, the mirror image of the subsistence poaching problem. Essentially there is not that much difference between an elephant eyeing a farmer’s crop and a hungry man eyeing an elephant that has wandered – or broken – out of a protected area. All of us, man or beast, have to eat, and eat we will, one way or another. And once an elephant has learnt how easy it is pay a nocturnal visit to a farm outside the protected area, or even to somebody’s garden inside it, you have a problem. Hell hath no fury like a farmer or smallholder who wakes up to find that an elephant has visited him for a bit of quiet nocturnal ‘grocery shopping’ before stealing discreetly away before sun-up. And yes, elephants might be the largest inhabitants of the animal kingdom, but if they feel like it they can be amazingly quiet and almost invisible, particularly at night.


In Kruger we started contending with this problem from an early stage onwards. The area along the Crocodile River is prime farming land that produces tons of sugar, citrus fruit and bananas, among other eatables, and in the early 1970s several farmers started experimenting with cultivating vegetables. It was entirely logical: labour was cheap and plentiful, prices were good and this was one of the few areas in the country where a winter vegetable crop could be grown without having to resort to using plastic tunnels. As with the sisal fence, however, everybody overlooked the fact that wild animals are no respecters of private property.


One of these experiments involved growing butternuts. Personally, I feel nothing for the butternut. I have never eaten one and probably never will: it looks too much like a paw-paw, which I don’t eat because it looks too much like a pumpkin, which I don’t like. Eccentric? Quite possibly. But the fact was that all of a sudden I was allied to these wretched vegetables in a fell struggle against my primary responsibility, namely the Kruger elephants. The outbreak of the ‘butternut war’ was heralded early one morning by an irate female voice which informed me in a torrent of Afrikaans that one of my elephants was running amok among her cannas, and would I kindly get my arse in gear? I pointed out that I didn’t have any jurisdiction to act outside the Park, but added that I would come and have a look anyway, and that she should contact the provincial conservation officer for the area and tell him I would meet him on her farm.


Sergeant James Chauke and I arrived on the farm to be met by an extremely agitated ‘tannie’, still in her blue dressing-gown, spiky hair-curlers and pompommed slippers, puffing at a cigarette. I introduced myself and set off on a hasty investigation. Three things were immediately obvious. Firstly, the tannie had not lied: her unwanted visitor had most certainly been an elephant and not some other animal. Secondly, this elephant didn’t eat cannas, but was not averse to demolishing them. Thirdly, the canna-demolisher was long gone. The tannie told me that the provincial nature conservation officer was unavailable and would not be joining us, but that was no longer important, as it was clear that the elephant was already on his way back home.


I was considering various ways of pacifying the tannie without involving myself or the Park in any murky waters when the situation suddenly escalated. The first sign of this was a blue Datsun bakkie heading in our direction at great speed, bucking and bouncing over the contour walls. With a slight sinking feeling in my stomach I watched as it halted in a growl of tyres on gravel, the driver’s door flew open and an extremely large and very angry farmer levered himself out of the Japanese-sized cab. In good country fashion I stuck out my hand and prepared to introduce myself, but the farmer was in no mood to observe the social niceties. Ignoring both my greeting and my hand, he shouted: ‘Get into the bakkie!’ James summed up the situation in a flash and realised that this was a case of ‘go with the flow’, so he grabbed my .375 Magnum rifle and leapt on to the back of the bakkie. Next moment I was occupying what little space was left in the Datsun’s cab and we were off on another hair-raising trip over the contour walls. Several filling-loosening minutes later the farmer pulled up next to a large cultivated field, about five hectares in size, and shouted: ‘Now, you find a whole butternut!’


I looked at the ghastly sight before me and concluded that I might be able to if I really tried, but it would take some doing. The terror of the tannie’s cannas had flattened the entire field, which, I gathered, had been due to be harvested that very day. He had been so thorough, so the farmer informed me in tones that they probably heard at Skukuza, that it wasn’t even worth the expense of sending in a labour team to look for survivors. I kept a straight face – it wasn’t funny at all, except in a rather horrible way that appealed to my little inner devil, and in any case a facetious remark might have resulted in my being dismembered on the spot – and did the only thing I could do to make him feel better about the situation, namely, to promise him that I would track down the elephant and destroy it without delay. This would do nothing to compensate him for what would obviously be a substantial financial loss, but he was obviously an eye-for-an-eye man and this cheered him up a little.


I asked James to follow the spoor back to the Park while I went back to Crocodile Bridge to fetch my spare rifle for him, after which we would meet up again on the road north of the Crocodile River. Some time later we linked up as scheduled and got going on the elephant’s spoor. There was something about the spoor that baffled me, but I couldn’t really put a finger on it, and in any case there were so many other elephants in the area that we really had to concentrate on what we were doing in case we ended up following the wrong one. After about three hours we found him near the Panamana Dam, about nine kilometres from the scene of his little butternut orgy, peacefully resting under a fever tree in a clearing. Behind him lay an enormous mound of dung . . . and then it hit me. ‘It’s the wrong elephant!’ I said. ‘There aren’t any pieces of butternut in it.’ James concurred. By necessity a game ranger soon becomes a student of dung in its many shapes, sizes and aromas, particularly elephant dung. Now, quite a large percentage of the 150 to 200 kilos of fresh food an elephant eats daily goes straight through its digestive system without being broken down; for example, if they eat a large amount of oranges or marulas you will be sure to find at least some whole fruit in the dung a couple of hours later. Now I knew what had been worrying me while we were tracking the supposed butternut malefactor: it wasn’t something I had seen, but something I had not seen – to wit, bits of butternut in the dung-heaps we had passed. Another valuable bushveld lesson learnt!


So we were back to Square One. There was nothing to do but go back to the butternut field and start again. Rather grumpily we did just that . . . and a couple of hours later found ourselves at the Panamana Dam again – our noses pointing at the same elephant! This time there could be no mistake. We had found the culprit, even if his dung had not provided the customary evidence. So I shot him and called in the support team to skin him, chop out his tusks and remove some of the choicer cuts of meat – very little is wasted in nature, and we in Kruger followed the same rule. While one team was doing the necessary I set another on to the unpleasant task of opening up the elephant’s intestines to see if I could solve the mystery. This noisome labour was fruitless, or perhaps I should say ‘vegetableless’; not a single piece of butternut was to be found. Yet James and I were certain that we had the culprit. The only conclusion I could reach was that, like me, the elephant simply didn’t eat pumpkin of any kind, but must have enjoyed squashing them, a pastime for which his enormous feet were, of course, ideal. I hasten to add that I might dislike butternuts, but not that much.


*


Butternuts might not have been at the top of the average elephant’s favourite menu, but they all enjoyed citrus fruit, of which, unfortunately, a great quantity was cultivated along the Crocodile River, and on occasions this led to incidents that never should have happened. I remember being telephoned at Skukuza one February evening by Ted Whitfield, the ranger at the Malelane station, who came straight to the point in his very characteristic way. Did I have anything on the go next day? That was one of the great things about being a ranger – you never knew where you would be or what you would be doing from one day to the next. Naturally Ted’s inquiry was an irresistible lure, so I set aside what I had planned to do and was at his office with Sergeant John Mnisi long before daylight. Ted had an unpleasant story to tell. The previous afternoon the local provincial nature conservation officer and some ‘friends’, one of them armed with a .450/400-calibre rifle, had wounded at least one elephant in a cane-field on Riverside Farm, near the Malelane Gate. Now, we had a firm agreement with the provincial conservation officials that whenever they went out to shoot elephants they would take a Kruger representative with them. Obviously they had ignored the agreement, so now we had to sort out the problem after the elephant or elephants had had a head start of 12 hours.


In those backward days we didn’t have portable radios to stay in contact with each other, but we all knew the area, so Ted, Sergeant Reis Manique and I concentrated on the spoor while John Mnisi set out to circle around the burning block we were in (patches of veld were periodically burnt to clear old bush and encourage new growth). When he found a sign from us in the road – a fresh twig left in plain sight, and possibly also the time, scratched out in the dust – he would know that we had moved into another block, and would then circle around until he found another sign. This would make it easy for him to see where we were heading.


We set out, soon sweating like fountains: being February, it was as hot as the hinges of hell. The Lowveld is always hot during the day, to be sure, but in summer it excels itself and temperatures of 40 degrees Celsius are not uncommon; at such times the ground is too hot to touch, and you can feel its heat oozing up through the soles of your boots. And just to make things worse the humidity was sky-high because a thunderstorm was building up. After a very considerable while we realised that the elephants were heading for the Sabie River, which is about 70 kilometres from where they were shot at. We were somewhat surprised at the distance, but an elephant’s average walking speed is six and a half kilometres an hour, so a distance of 70 kilometres is not at all difficult to conceive.


After about 10 hours and 50 kilometres on the spoor the storm finally broke, and that, of course, was that. I felt very sorry for the wounded elephant or elephants that would now have to suffer unnecessarily, thanks to the bumbling of people who should have known better, but at the same time I was grateful. It had been a long haul, and Ted and I were close to the end of our tether. We were only about 15 kilometres out of Skukuza when the storm caught us, but John and I still had to go all the way back to Malelane to fetch our own bakkie at Ted’s office, so we hit the road, hot, tired, fed-up and probably dehydrated as well. Today’s Afsaal picnic spot didn’t exist then, or we would have been able to stop off for a quick beer or two. So what with one thing and another we were pretty far gone by the time we got back to Malelane.


The arrival was not the end of my suffering. Ted invited me into his lounge and hauled out a couple of cans of Castle beer – and Long Toms, at that! The problem was that he had no lager, only milk stout. I’m not a milk stout fan, but this was an emergency and I forced the contents of the Long Tom down my throat; I don’t think it improved my general mien very much because Ted insisted that I finish off the second one as well to speed me on my way. The second one was swallowed with even greater difficulty than the first, and it went straight to my head instead of to my stomach, so that I began to feel distinctly wobbly almost immediately. So wobbly, in fact, that soon after we left Malelane I pulled over and asked John to drive me home, on the grounds that because he had only been walking for part of the day he could not be nearly as – ahem – tired as I was.


Because the incident happened nearest to Ted’s section, he promised to take up the matter with the provincial nature conservation officer. There turned out to be two officers involved, with many friends, one of whom apparently had a .450/400 double rifle that he had wanted to test on elephants. I was not particularly surprised because I had had unpleasant dealings with these two before. Shortly after I arrived at Crocodile Bridge I found them, also accompanied by friends, illegally catching tiger fish in the Komati River. To make it worse they were wearing their uniforms, no doubt as alibis for what they were doing there, which according to them was carrying out an official fish survey. This attempt at flim-flam had not worked with me. The locality where they were fishing was in the Park and under my jurisdiction, and they knew very well that they had to have permission from our management to carry out a survey there. Since I would have been informed of any such thing, they did not have a leg to stand on, and I had sent them packing forthwith.


That was not the end of my dealings with them. That same year Piet van Wyk, who was then Kruger’s head of research, arranged for a team to remove a number of cycads from Mananga Point, the aim of the exercise being to safeguard these ancient, highly ‘poachable’ and thus endangered plants inside the Park. It was a worthwhile project, but I was less than thrilled when I heard that departmental protocol demanded that the two so-called conservation officers accompany us. The Mananga Point locality later gained a certain notoriety as the scene of the aircraft crash that killed President Samora Machel of Mozambique and his entire entourage, but I remember it for another reason, not unconnected with the enormous Alsatian dog one of the provincial conservation officers brought with him.


It was rough work because cycads are not user-friendly plants; they have hard, spiny leaves and grow in the worst possible places, which is probably part of the reason why they survived when their contemporaries of millions of years ago, the dinosaurs, bit the primeval dust. Removing the cycads involved levering them out of the ground with crowbars, picks, shovels, and whatever other tools were available, and then carrying them down the mountain. While all this hard graft was going on the dog was wandering around, and there were so many snares on that hill that he got caught at least four times. Perhaps this made him a little snappish, so to speak, because all of a sudden he bit me without any provocation while I was working on a plant growing right on the edge of a cliff. This could have had nasty consequences, because if I had lost my balance, as I nearly did, I would have rolled down a steep incline and probably suffered some bad injuries, if not worse. For the sake of departmental amity I held my tongue and reined in my temper, but his owner thought it had all been very funny, and made sure that he and the dog were always hovering just close enough to distract me from what I was doing. I put up with this for a while, but then I’d had enough, so I warned him that if the dog came near me again I would shoot it. And I meant it, too. One obviously doesn’t go armed when digging up cycads, but I had my rifle in my bakkie. Piet picked up on this lack of good spirit and hastily calmed things down, or that Alsatian would have been transformed into a dead duck if he had so much as curled his lip at me again.


*


About six months later we finally achieved closure on the shooting at Riverside Farm that had taken Ted Whitfield and me on such a long and futile ramble. The manager of Lisbon Estates, a fruit farm about 20 kilometres west of Skukuza, called to complain that elephants were raiding his orchards every night, and could I please do something about it? Our patrols confirmed his complaints and we took the next step, which was to identify the culprits by sending out tracking teams to follow them on their raids. The teams came back with a puzzling thing to report: the elephants waded through the Sabie River to get to the farm – which was no great revelation, since to an elephant the shortest distance between two points is definitely a straight line, because not much is capable of standing in its way – but how they got home was a mystery, because although the elephants entered the river on their way back, they didn’t emerge on the other side. Now, this was plainly impossible, so I went to look for myself, only to find that the trackers were perfectly correct. I ordered a series of spoor sweeps in ever-larger semi-circles, starting where the elephants were expected to leave the river. The sweeps took us a couple of days and yielded nothing, although the nightly raids on the fruit farm continued.


At the same time another and totally separate problem arose: every night elephants were demolishing the trees in Skukuza, the headquarters of the Park, and on its adjacent golf course. There was no mystery about this problem, and in short order we shot all three Skukuza raiders. When we opened them up we were astounded to discover that we had solved the fruit farm’s problems as well: they all had undigested oranges in their stomachs. Obviously these were the fruit raiders that we had been looking for in the Lisbon Estates vicinity, 20 kilometres away from Skukuza! No wonder we hadn’t been able to find them. After some detective work we discovered the explanation. The elephants would cross the Sabie, raid the fruit orchards and then re-enter the river, but instead of crossing it they would stay in the water and walk a long way downstream before emerging and cutting away inland to sort out the trees in and around Skukuza.


The body of one of the elephants yielded another discovery. There appeared to be a bullet wound on one shoulder, and when the veterinary technician appeared to inspect the meat I asked him if he would look into it for me. Next morning he gave me a large, rather corroded bullet that he had found in the wound. I checked the available technical literature study and concluded that in all likelihood the bullet was a 400-grain .409-calibre solid fired from a rifle chambered for the .450/400 cartridge. This had once been a very popular cartridge for heavy game, but by the 1970s it had become fairly rare in the field because British ammunition-makers had been reducing their range of heavy rounds for some time, and so I had no doubt that it was the very elephant Ted and I had followed almost all the way to Skukuza that day. The poor animal had been suffering for six months!


As can be imagined, those two ‘conservation officers’ weren’t the most popular boys in the class as far as I was concerned. But in all fairness I must add that in later years both ended up in the Kruger National Park and did sterling work in their field. Why the change-around? Well, remember the old North of England saying that ‘there’s nowt as queer as folk’. Or perhaps they just hated working for the then Transvaal provincial conservation department, generally referred to as ‘the flora and fauna’, which was almost universally loathed by the locals and did very little to improve the ill-feeling. I expect that’s enough to sour anybody’s attitude to his work.
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MASTER OF LIFE AND DEATH


In my years at the Kruger National Park I killed more animals in the line of duty, particularly large and dangerous game, than even the keenest hunter could dream of doing in his lifetime. That’s part of the game ranger’s life. By the nature of his work he is master of life and death over the veld-beasts, large and small, that he is sworn to protect. Master of life because he spends most of his waking hours labouring to nurture them. Master of death because sometimes he has to kill them, or stand by and let them die, for any of a variety of reasons.


By and large, game rangers are not sentimental people when it comes to this part of their work, and the reason is that they are locked into the bushveld’s inexorable cycle of life and death. The one is as natural as the other. Without life, there cannot be death. Without death, there cannot be life. Humans used to have a clear understanding of that in times past, when there were no wonder medicines or intricate operations. Mostly they have forgotten it now as they become increasingly divorced from the harsh realities of their environment. But in the bush the old truth still holds sway. So a ranger will love all the denizens of his patch of bushveld and go to great lengths to look after them, and at times feel great regret or great anger if they die needlessly or fall to a poacher’s rifle, but if he must kill one of them he will not lose his night’s sleep about it, because he knows he is a natural part of that ageless and never-ending cycle of renewal.


One of my early elephant kills – which brought with it a conundrum that took eight years to resolve – occurred just after I had moved to the Mooiplaas station in 1973, my personal assistant being mapoisa Amos Chongo, a remarkable man, the first of a long line of field rangers whom I grew to respect and love in my years in the Kruger National Park. Our association was a long and happy one, and I never ceased to marvel at what he had achieved from an incredibly inauspicious beginning.


Born and bred in southern Mozambique, Amos was physically unremarkable, being definitely on the small side, but he was strongly built and full of guts, as he soon showed when he was taken on as a labourer at the Crocodile Bridge station late in 1972, just before I met him for the first time. When he entered the Park’s service he was about as devoid of either education or worldly possessions as it is possible to be. He was totally illiterate, so poor that he had never owned a pair of shoes in his life, could speak nothing but Tsonga and had never known a state of life far removed from deprivation and hunger. His paltry conditions of service – R10.60 a month, regular rations, a uniform and a place to sleep – must have represented riches beyond the wildest dreams of avarice. That was Amos Chongo when I first met him, literally on the day he joined the Park service. I could not have guessed at the courage and intelligence this little man carried inside him, or that he would become so much a part of my family that he named his children after my wife Helena and myself, and later after our children, and would often reply ‘Amos Bryden’ when people asked him what he was called. To us he was just plain ‘Amosse’ through all the years of our association.


Our long friendship was forged in a hair-raising adventure with a buffalo in which Amos showed his true mettle. He did not stay a labourer for long, but walked into the next mapoisa vacancy. That was all he needed. Within three years he could read, write and drive a vehicle, and had been promoted to corporal. It makes one wonder what he could have achieved if he had had the benefit of a settled childhood. Sadly, Africa has many people like Amos Chongo, who will never come near to realising the potential that inhabits them. But all that was still to come the day he and I were delivering rations to the picket at Shilowa and happened to see an elephant bull enter the Park through the poort from Mozambique. This wasn’t an unusual occurrence, because at the time there was no boundary fence and animals, particularly elephants, moved freely to and from Mozambican and South African territory according to the availability of surface water, of which there was always plenty in the Kruger National Park because of our water-provision policy. The bull passed less than 20 metres from where we were standing, and to our surprise we noticed that he seemed to have a severe case of acne on his right side: a series of lumps, each about the size of an orange, scattered over his body from behind his ears to his tail. We were totally baffled as to their cause, but the strange-looking condition appeared not to worry him, so we left him to go about his business.
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