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    This book is dedicated to my late father


    Rudolph Johannes Labuschagne (Oom Lappies).


    I consider my father as one of the greatest conservationists South Africa has ever delivered.

  


  
    ______


    
FOREWORD


    ______


    Reading this book, you will experience a range of emotions. Although Willie at times writes in a humorous style, it is not a book only of laughs and fun. Laughs there are aplenty but there is also the time to want to cry, with Willie, with the animals he loved so much, and with the people he interacted with.


    This book is certainly long overdue as Willie is a consummate storyteller; a look at his diary at the time confirms that he was constantly in demand to give talks to groups from all walks of life and his spellbinding storytelling unfolds in this book. It is also a book from the heart, a place to express his true feelings at the time and not to appear simply to have all the answers. Colourful, yet reality based, as if he is actually in conversation with you, his colloquial language style (e.g. flippen this and flippen that) creates an informal atmosphere and draws you into the book revealing that Willie led an extraordinary life of fun, adventure, failure and achievement. He tells the story as it is, as it happens, and not as he would have wanted it to be, and again you get to feel that you are there when it happens.


    One must also read this book recognising the context in which it is written. It depicts a time when South Africa was deep within the apartheid era. Given this background, it demonstrates that even within such restrictive social relationships between races, a more enlightened view is possible. What characterises Willie, and indeed is an integral part of his success, is the ability to talk to, inspire and befriend people from all walks of life, as disparate as a young boy of nine; a young lady seeking assurance on the safety of her pet vervet monkey, albeit at a late hour of the night; Lammie the elephant and a terminally ill old lady; a Zulu monarch, dignitaries from all walks of life and an incredible array of wild animals.


    In this book Willie demonstrates that he was never one to follow a code of ‘yes sir, no sir, three bags full sir’, yet he was always respectful where respect was due. His relationship with all his staff during his professional career, no matter the colour of their skin, is but one example of this. In ordering the demise of the ‘K’ word within the confines of the zoo as early as 1976 serves as an example of his determination to do what he considered to be right. Another example was his appointment of lady keepers, at a time when this was unheard of! In both cases he set the standard rather than conforming to a standard that he did not agree with.


    He writes the book as stages of learning, yet it is only when you know him that you understand that these learning stages have accumulated to result in a person of vast knowledge of wildlife and of human behaviour. The chapter on his experiences in the Kgalagadi is especially meaningful – not only had he just lost his father, his mentor, and much of his early driving force, but at the same time he was also subjected to political pressure. He adroitly sidesteps much of the political pressures of the time but when called to take a stand he does – ‘be a man’, he, a young, 25-year-old postgraduate student, openly says to the then director of SANParks.


    What do I find most interesting about this book? Its honesty, and its humility. It does not try to make out that everything he achieved was the result of his own self-knowledge. For example, his relationship with his bushmen trackers is not only interesting from a communication point of view but also from a humanitarian point of view. It makes you laugh, but it also makes you reflect on how human relationships can be taken to extraordinary heights if given the right environment and encouragement.


    Who would be interested in reading this book? Anybody who has a sense of adventure, anybody who wants to know more about wildlife, SANParks, growing up in South Africa during the 1960s to the 1990s. In short, this book will resonate with people of all ages, no matter what their background. In his unique style of honesty Willie openly admits to failure, even to being wrong. But if one reads further, one notes that despite the failure, there remains the constant commitment to completing the task at hand. In truth, it demonstrates time and time again that success and failure are bedfellows and it is how one stands up after a failure that marks one for sustainable success for the future. In this Willie is surely a master player.


    DR SIDNEY SHIPHAM


    MSc (cum laude), DSc, MBL (cum laude)

  


  
    ______


    
PROLOGUE


    ______


    Kgalagadi, 1970.


    As he jumped over the stone wall of the corral, I looked into the piercing yellow eyes of an adult male lion a few metres away from me. Although we held eye contact for only a few seconds, it felt like an eternity.


    Shockwaves went through my body and I was momentarily paralysed.


    I was alone and unarmed and my first thought was that my life was over.


    He was standing absolutely still, fixating on me, the tip of his powerful tail flicking from side to side.


    I realised I would be dead if I made the wrong move but I was too dumbfounded to engage in logical thinking. Knowing that if he decided to attack, I had no second chance, I avoided eye contact as I had no intention of accepting his challenge. My body took hold of the situation and, as if guided by an invisible robot, I started to backtrack, step by step and ever so slowly until I reached the safety of my vehicle.


    This was one of a number of potentially life-threatening encounters I would have with a dangerous wild animal.


    Working in wildlife conservation, I knew that being bitten by a venomous snake, stung by a scorpion, trampled by an elephant, gored by a buffalo or killed by a carnivore was an occupational hazard. These were the trials and tribulations of being a conservationist. More often than not, a tragedy can result from one’s own inattention or an incorrect decision. I always insisted that, if I were killed by a wild animal, nobody would be allowed to take revenge on the animal as I was probably guilty of my own demise.


    Fortunately, that has not happened – yet!


    But my encounters with wild animals in the Kgalagadi Desert were only a few of the life-threatening experiences throughout my career. During my term as director of the Johannesburg Zoological Gardens, and later as executive director of the National Zoological Gardens of South Africa, I faced numerous events which could have had catastrophic endings – and not always by the tooth or claw of wild animals.


    There was the time I received a phone call while having breakfast from the chief nature conservation officer of the zoo, warning me to be on the lookout when driving from my zoo-based residence to my office because the elephant bull had managed to get out of his camp and was wandering around. On a different occasion I was unexpectedly asked by senior government officials in Zaire, ‘You have news for us from South Africa?’, while I had no clue whatsoever as to what they were talking about. Might they have mistaken me for an undercover spy? To inform them of the latest political manoeuvres in South Africa? It was before democratically elected South Africa came into being and relations with African countries were either non-existent or very tense, to say the least.


    Flying to Cuba, shortly after the peace accord between South Africa and Cuba, with no knowledge of what my real mission was supposed to be.


    Facing a charging elephant bull in Gorongosa, Mozambique, or crossing no-man’s-land at ‘Checkpoint Charlie’, the border between the American-controlled West Berlin and the communist-controlled East Berlin, while snipers from the East Berlin sector kept their aim on me, following each step I took.


    Somehow, I have survived these and other ordeals and I hope that you will enjoy the journey which we are about to commence – a journey in which I share some amazing adventures, often not certain what the outcome would be.

  


  
    PART ONE
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    ______


    MOULDING MY FUTURE


    ______


    I was born on a farm called Le Grange on the outskirts of Volksrust, a small town on the border between the former Transvaal and Natal. My father, known to everyone as ‘Oom Lappies’, was an MSc graduate in Botany teaching biology and agriculture at the Volksrust High School. At the age of six I was a Grade 1 learner in the pre-primary school, which closed an hour earlier than the high school, leaving me to spend the remaining time in my dad’s classroom-cum-laboratory.
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    As a six-year-old growing up on a farm in the Volksrust district of KwaZulu-Natal.


    I vividly recall standing in front of the huge double wooden doors, knocking and waiting in anticipation for my dad to open them. In more ways than one, the experience of my dad’s laboratory, the smell of formalin in which biological specimens were preserved, the tall laboratory chairs and my dad’s charismatic manner of teaching his subject made a long-lasting impression on me. From my early days I wanted to become a ‘biologist’, not quite knowing what it meant at the time.


    I treasure many delightful memories of my Volksrust days. Among others, the many visits to the Amajuba mountain where, on 27 February 1881, the British Major General Sir George Pomeroy Colley and 285 British soldiers were killed, captured or wounded by those who were referred to as ‘the inferior Boer soldiers’, marking the end of the First Anglo-Boer War.


    However, my real experience of life started in 1952, when my father was appointed information officer of the National Parks Board of South Africa and based in the Kruger National Park. I was merely eight years old when we left Volksrust, an age when young boys are ready to explore everything and anything around them. Can you imagine a better environment for a youngster to discover the greatness of the African bushveld?1


    The Kruger National Park in 1952 was in many aspects still in its infancy. Although proclaimed a National Park in 1926, up until the 1950s a visit to Kruger, as we know it today, was for a privileged few who still considered such expeditions as part of a pioneering experience. There were only a few rest camps in Kruger and noteworthy were Skukuza, Pretoriuskop, Malelane, Lower Sabie, Crocodile Bridge and a few further north. Pretoriuskop and Skukuza were the only camps open throughout the year because of the presence of malaria in other areas during the rainy summer months. There was widespread spraying of insecticide in these two camps.


    Malaria is spread throughout most of Africa, Asia and Latin America. In 2019 more than 630 000 succumbed to malaria worldwide of which almost 95 per cent of cases were from Africa where the disease remains high in the list of causes of human mortalities.


    In 1952, Skukuza consisted of five large bungalows for visitors. The only other accommodation was the old-fashioned, triangular, brown canvas tents. The flimsy fence around the camp was certainly not intended to keep any animal out and rarely managed to keep visitors in. Certainly not us!


    When my brother and sisters arrived at Skukuza during school holidays, we would clear the fence and skilfully manage to jump along the impressive boulders along the Sabie River towards the railway bridge which, to this day, remains a landmark in Skukuza. The huge boulders and river front were our favourite playground. When I think back to those days and how easily we could have been a meal for hungry crocodiles, I get goosebumps.


    Many years later, after the authorities successfully fenced the area, I sat at the Skukuza restaurant overlooking the Sabie River thinking how incredibly irresponsible and ignorant we had been. Obviously, our parents never knew of our expeditions.


    Kruger Park today is so different from yesteryear. There were no shops, no restaurants and only one picnic spot, Tshokwane. There was no air-conditioning, TV, electricity, public telephones or any luxury amenities.


    I so vividly remember the call for morning coffee, a service which the camp manager was responsible for providing. It started at 05h00 in the morning with a camp assistant carrying a chrome coffee-filled canister and walking among the tents shouting, ‘Coffee … coffee, coffee, coffee … coffee … coffee, coffee, coffee’. It was like a wake-up call. He would probably also have announced the price which might have been a tickey – the monetary value of a few cents. If you were interested, as were the majority of campers, you would simply open the flap of the tent and present the caller with your tin mugs. Duly filled with coffee, you could add your condensed milk and have your coffee with home-made rusks. Nothing tasted better!


    The communal fire pits were another hit. Scattered around the camp were large fire pits with ample supplies of leadwood, which is the most sought-after wood for braaiing (barbecuing). As the name implies, the texture is extremely hard and produces excellent coals. Early in the evenings the campers would congregate around these fire pits to prepare the evening’s braai. The ladies would be at the stove preparing pap (a mixture of ground maize meal, water and salt) and sheba (a mixture of fried onions and tomatoes). It was at these communal places that the day’s events, animal sightings and experiences were shared. Needless to say, you always had a few characters who had seen the most incredible sightings and hair-raising stories were told of how they narrowly escaped elephant stampedes.


    Toilets were long drops2 (pit toilets) and positioned at various sites around the rest camps. Of course, there were no electric lights and when you needed to use this essential amenity at night you had to take your lantern and follow the gravel footpath full of apprehension and anxiety.


    Why is it that sounds in the dark of the night, and particularly in the bushveld, always sound eerie and unnerving? I recall one evening when I was attending to these basic needs that a terrifying sound came from the bushes nearby. I was convinced it was a brute of a lion coming for the kill. The long drops had nothing but reed fences around them which offered no protection from a hungry lion.


    Well, without further ado, I grabbed my pants, which were lying next to me, grabbed the lantern and made a beeline for our tent. I had much to explain to the group of friends visiting my parents, as I stormed into the circle of light from the lanterns in our tent, still clinging to my pants. I must admit that this incident literally and figuratively scared the shit out of me. No need to return – not that evening at least.


    The following day my father made me sit down and he explained the importance of correctly identifying sounds at night. He agreed it might have been a lion, but when in the wild one should carefully learn to understand the sounds of nature. Little did I know how important that advice would be in my future career.


    A few years later the park’s authorities installed a generator at Skukuza which provided electricity to the few bungalows but, more importantly, much-needed electricity for the fridges in the newly established shop and restaurant. The generator would be switched off at 21h00 when all would sink into total silence and darkness, except for the soft glimmer of lanterns in the tented camp. It was interesting to observe how hyenas adjusted to this new technology and used it to their benefit. Hyenas are mostly nocturnal scavengers. However, they may be seen during the day, especially when it is overcast, and will on occasion carry out their own kill. Being branded as ‘nocturnal scavengers’ is, therefore, sometimes confusing.


    There are four species of hyena, namely the spotted hyena, the brown hyena, the striped hyena and the insect-eating aardwolf. The spotted hyena in particular enjoys considerable respect in folklore and mythology among some African ethnic societies. In certain parts of Tanzania, for instance, it is believed that witches will use spotted hyenas as mounts. In other parts of Tanzania, it is believed that if a child is born while a hyena is ‘laughing’ the child will grow up to be a thief.


    Hyenas have many strange attributes, most obviously the extended clitoris which makes the determination of the gender of the hyena very difficult. In urban myths, they were considered by some ethnic groups to be bisexual or hermaphroditic, as all hyenas appear to possess a penis. They also have longer forelegs than hindlegs which creates the impression that they always walk at an angle. They are inquisitive, intelligent animals and one of the icons of Africa. What is more characteristic of the bushveld than the laughing of a hyena on a still winter’s night? So unnerving and creepy.


    Well, hyenas quickly adapted to the ‘lights off’ time. Within minutes after the shutdown, they would enter the rest camp in search of discarded food in the large 44-gallon dustbins. I was now a few years older and no longer ‘afraid’ of lions coming into the camp at night. My friends and I soon became aware of the hyenas’ rendezvous and we decided to join them. Immediately after shutdown, we would position ourselves behind the dustbins and as a hyena approached his target, we would jump in the air emitting an equally eerie sound and mock-charge our quarry. It was more than enough to scare the hell out of the hyenas which, fortunately, always resulted in them making a beeline for the fence with tail between their legs.


    This was certainly not the same as going to the movies on a Saturday evening but, boy, did we have fun! As in so many cases, in later years I realised how ridiculously dangerous our behaviour was as instances have been recorded of hyenas seriously injuring humans and they are certainly capable of killing as well.


    In the mid-1950s a certain Dr Nel was appointed as the first biologist in the Kruger National Park. I soon became good friends with his two sons, Baan and Lebou. We were more or less the same age and obviously equally inquisitive, or naughty, as some may have defined our behaviour. When the entrance gates to Skukuza rest camp closed in the afternoons, Dr Nel would let us climb on to the back of his LDV (light delivery van) and would drive us to the Sand River. He stopped his vehicle on the low-level bridge, where we jumped off, stripped naked and made a run for the river. Under his ‘supervision’ he allowed us to play on the sandbank and swim in one of the larger crocodile-infested pools of the river.


    Those who are familiar with the Sand River will know how utterly irresponsible this was. There was no way Dr Nel could have prevented a crocodile attack if it had happened. We were totally oblivious to that and in fact did not care two hoots about any possible danger. Dr Nel was there to protect us. When my father later came to hear about these excursions, he nearly flipped his lid and, unfortunately, or maybe fortunately for us, those expeditions came to an abrupt halt.


    At times the resident game ranger had children about my age and that was when our adventures accelerated. Such was the case with Dawie Swart Senior, the game ranger at Satara. Satara is located more or less in the central part of Kruger and remains one of my favourite camps. In those days Satara was known for its notoriously brackish water, which tasted awful. It was certainly a bird paradise with hundreds of Cape glossy starlings, Southern yellow-billed hornbills and Southern red-billed hornbills. Their uninterrupted chorus made Satara such an iconic camp. The game ranger’s house was located approximately 100 metres outside the rest camp. A little further on was the perennial Nwanetsi River with the beautiful and majestic jackalberry (jakkalsbessie in Afrikaans) or African ebony and fever trees lining its banks.


    Still further on was a small waterhole located close to the tourist road. This location was rather far from the game ranger’s residence. On one occasion, when I was ten years old, my older brother Stef, Dawie Swart Junior and I visited the waterhole – as we so often did – and spotted some chacma baboons close to the pool. The chacma baboon is one of the largest of all monkeys and adult males can weigh as much as 40 kilograms. They have a social group structure and are collectively called a troop, sometimes referred to as a congress or even a parliament.


    The chacma is known for its complex integrated dominance structure and advanced manner of communication. They are omnivores and capable of inflicting serious damage with their large, razor sharp canines. More than once a leopard, the chacma’s principal predator, has suffered an embarrassing show of force from an adult male baboon in a contest that should never have happened. Certainly, chacmas are not animals to be taken lightly, but that did not concern us. We wanted the opportunity to take an award-winning photograph.


    Those were the days of the old-fashioned box cameras made either of cardboard or plastic. With the correct procedure we convinced ourselves that we could take the snapshot of the year. The box cameras had no telephoto lenses and in order to achieve the desired photograph, we needed to lure the baboons as close to the camera as possible. This was accomplished by sacrificing one of our oranges and placing it at the water’s edge, in full view of the baboons. We then fixed the camera onto a shrub, pointing the lens towards the orange and as close as possible, tied a piece of string to the shutter-release at one end, and at some distance to another shrub where we would be hiding. All that was supposed to happen was for a baboon to approach the orange and as soon as he picked it up, we would pull the string to activate the shutter-release, and there the process was completed. We would have our award-winning photograph! Now for the waiting game …


    The scene was set. We marked the spot, picked up the orange and took a stroll along the dry river bed. All Kruger Park’s rivers are famous for their incredibly beautiful riverine scenery with the intertwined canopy of massively large trees creating a magical charm. If one listens quietly, one is overwhelmed by the refrain of birds and hundreds upon hundreds of cicadas, interrupted only by the distant snorting of an impala ram marking his territory. This is the bushveld in all its glory.


    We sat down under one of those colossal giants and worked on a strategy in case we should be approached by lions or leopards. Dawie had a formidable dagger on his waistbelt, the envy of both my brother and me, and he was duly identified as the first line of defence if we met any predator. My brother and I would circle the predator in an attempt to confuse it. We were satisfied that this strategy was in place when we returned to the baboon site. We placed the orange on the spot marked with an X and settled down to wait. We waited and waited …


    As midday approached, we thought that the baboons had lost all interest in the orange.


    Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a movement in the dry river bed and heard a strange noise coming from the steep bank among the thick bushes. This was enough to alert us that something was approaching. Its shape and movement were quite unfamiliar. Was it a lion? No. Maybe a hyena, or even a leopard? Not quite any of those. Yet we heard it approaching us at speed.


    However, we didn’t hang around to find out. We abandoned our well-researched dagger strategy and made a beeline for a pump house at least 70 metres away.


    The pump house had a fence of thorn shrubs (takkraal) around it to prevent baboons or other animals from accessing it. This did not stop us in any way. I was the youngest and the smallest but the fastest, not that I knew that at the time, and cleared the shrubs with a style that would have made any hurdler green with envy.


    From our vantage point behind the thorny shrubs we would be better able to examine this creature. We saw the stalker get up on its hindlegs, still heading in our direction. We clustered together and I noticed Dawie’s hand slowly moving to get a better grip on the dagger. Our heavy breathing became a hindrance as we were certain that the predator could sense this. As this strange object approached the pump house, we suddenly recognised Kabello, the assistant game ranger’s son, who was wearing his father’s big brown coat, miles too big for him. He had been sent by Dawie’s mother to call us for lunch.


    Needless to say, the baboons observed this commotion with great interest and as we were in the process of recovering our camera, one of the alpha males sportingly approached the orange and nonchalantly claimed his trophy.


    I swear that he had a smirk on his face.


    These events, early in my childhood, made a significant contribution to moulding my character and interest in wildlife and, unbeknown to me then, played a considerable role in shaping my future. An interest that I cherish to this day.
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    Eighteen years old, having matriculated and ready to face whatever the world might offer.
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    ______


    UNIVERSITY HOLIDAYS


    ______


    Back in the 1960s, when I registered for my Bachelor of Science (BSc) degree, many organisations offered holiday jobs for university students, partly to assist them financially, but also to give them an opportunity to gain experience in their field of interest.
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    My first job as a laboratory technician in the Department of Microbiology at the South African Bureau of Standards.


    Skeleton Coast: Sperrgebiet


    On the west coast of Namibia lies the world’s oldest desert, the 55-million-year-old Namib Desert. It stretches for almost 2 000 kilometres along the Atlantic Ocean from the Olifants River in the Northern Cape Province in South Africa, across Namibia to Namibe Province in Angola to the north. With hardly any rainfall and summer temperatures reaching 45 degrees Celsius or more, the Namib Desert is home to a surprising diversity of animals and plants specially adapted to this harsh environment. Desert lions, brown hyenas, black rhinos and, above all, the world’s largest land mammal, the desert elephant, have made the Namib their home and they have survived in this relentless environment for centuries.


    The amazing welwitschia, scattered throughout the barren landscape, is a unique feature of this astonishing biome. The plant is named after its discoverer, Friedrich Welwitsch, who found the species in 1859. The welwitschia consists of roots, a stem and only two leaves, which is unique in the plant kingdom. It has a life expectancy of more than 1 500 years. The two original leaves grow throughout its lifespan, reaching a possible 150 metres in a thousand years. Looking at this seemingly primeval plant, which informal sources commonly refer to as a living fossil, you notice an untidy heap of leaves. These are torn pieces of the two original leaves which can be observed on closer inspection.


    Along the western edge of the vast Namib Desert is one of the world’s most volatile coastlines, the 500-kilometre-long Skeleton Coast. The Khoi San who inhabited this region for centuries, called it ‘the land God made in anger’. The name Skeleton Coast captures the harshness of a landscape where the dry bones of the earth are picked clean by the sea and pounded into grit by the waves. During the years when harvesting whales and seals was permitted skeletons of whales and seal carcasses littered the coastline. Adding to the desolate appearance of the beaches today are the wrecks of hundreds of ships which lost their battle against the cold and unpredictable Benguela Current. Sailors who were washed ashore were certainly not better off as the inhospitable coastline, scorching inland temperatures and lack of drinking water took their toll.


    In addition to these phenomenal environmental images, Namibia is also famous for its diamonds, which are recognised to be the richest known marine deposits in the world. The origin of offshore diamonds can be traced back billions of years to when volcanic activities sent thousands upon thousands of diamonds into the river bed of what was later known as the Orange River. With the passage of time the river deposited these alluvial diamonds into the Atlantic Ocean and over millions of years the current scattered the diamonds across hundreds of kilometres of coastline. The first discovery of alluvial diamonds dates back to 1908, after which the entire area was declared off-limits, forbidden territory, by the German colonial government which ruled South West Africa (Namibia) at that time. The public was simply not allowed into the diamond fields.


    That was reason enough for me to want to explore the Sperrgebiet, as it was previously known.


    Marine Diamond Corporation had a concession to mine alluvial diamonds from the ocean bed. I managed to obtain a postal address for the company, which had its headquarters in Cape Town and I pleaded with the human resources director for a holiday job, using my interest in geology, which was one of my subjects for my BSc degree, as my reason and motivation to learn more about offshore mining. This, coupled with my interest in biology was apparently enough incentive, and I was duly instructed to report for duty at their HQ in Cape Town.


    I had just turned 21 and this was going to be my first long absence from home. So regardless of my objections, my mother insisted on packing my luggage. She was well aware I was heading out to the remotest part of the Namib Desert and had no need for extravagant clothing. She eventually accepted my pleas, but insisted on including my best suit, white shirt, a few ties, socks and matching shoes.


    ‘For what, Mom?’


    ‘This is what you will wear when you go to church on Sundays.’


    I did not have the courage to tell her there wouldn’t be a church within hundreds of kilometres of our base camp, in case she objected to my going at all.


    The suit turned out to be very useful when I reported for duty at the company’s head office in Cape Town, where I was subjected to a day-long security clearance. I was appointed as a ‘geo-surveyor’ and my responsibilities would be explained at Fort Reef, which was our base camp on the Skeleton Coast.


    Working hours were a one-week dayshift from 06h00 to 18h00 and the following week the night shift would be from 18h00 to 06h00. The third week the company intended to fly me back to Cape Town. This offer I declined, as it would blow all my hard-earned and much-needed salary on hotel accommodation.


    ‘No problem,’ I was told, ‘But in that case you will work every day for the next two months and with no additional salary.’ I basically had no choice other than to accept this ‘kind alternative offer’.


    The following day I was flown from Cape Town to Oranjemund, a small one-horse town tucked away in the extreme southwestern corner of Namibia on the banks of the Orange River and bordering South Africa. Oranjemund means ‘the mouth of the Orange’, as it is here that the Orange River flows into the Atlantic Ocean.


    The town was established in the mid-1930s and provided accommodation for workers on the diamond mines and their families. In more ways than one it is an extraordinary town, but totally restricted. No visitors were permitted. In order to serve the needs of the few thousand inhabitants Oranjemund had one school, one supermarket, one roundabout (traffic circle), and one hospital, but six churches. It also boasted clubs for every conceivable recreational activity. Jackal, brown hyenas, ostriches, gemsbok and springbok roamed the streets and horses grazed on the golf course. The security was horrendously tight and large notice boards at the border of the restricted area read:


    Is there life after death?


    Tresspass (sic) the Sperrgebiet.


    And you will see.


    Another one:


    Tresspassers (sic) will be shot.


    Survivors will be shot again.


    This was what greeted me when I landed at the Oranjemund airport on 2 December 1965. Certainly not the friendliest of welcomes. I was met at the airport and ushered to accommodation reserved for company officials. I had to report to the head of security the following day and again I used my suit to try to impress the ‘Gestapo’. I reminded myself to inform my mother on my return to Pretoria that the suit came in extremely handy, albeit not for the purposes she had intended (but I wouldn’t tell her that last bit).


    At 08h00 sharp I reported at the security office and waited about an hour before a general-like-looking chap, littered with colourful decorations on both breast pockets, strolled into the office. I immediately jumped up and greeted him, which he ignored. I slowly sat down, but was ready to jump up again at the drop of a hat.


    I tried again.


    ‘Good morning sir.’


    Again, he said nothing. He just looked at me with steel grey eyes and eventually said, ‘So, you think you have a new method of smuggling diamonds out of the Sperrgebiet?’


    My jaw fell open in total disbelief. Before I could even plead my innocence, he started telling me how he, single-handedly, had exposed all the cartels and syndicates which had unsuccessfully tried to smuggle diamonds out of Oranjemund. Their methods varied from swallowing the precious stones to implanting them in racing pigeons. And he carried on and on. After an excruciating few hours, I felt like the world’s greatest criminal, someone who could share a bourbon or two with Al Capone and his ilk.


    I was almost at the point of saying, ‘Okay, sir, I surrender. You win. Arrest me’, when he said, ‘I hope you get the picture?’


    I nodded, still in disbelief and still not saying a word, but at least he said I should now report to the X-ray unit, presumably to make certain I had not already swallowed a number of diamonds. That did not take long and I was soon on the dusty sand and gravel road on our four-hour journey to Fort Reef, where I was introduced to my ten new colleagues. They appeared friendly but eyed me with an unwonted degree of suspicion and scepticism, trying to comprehend my real motive for being there. There I was, dressed in my black suit, white shirt, colourful tie, matching cufflinks, polished shoes and the like, standing next to my huge brown suitcase with the sweltering, undulating Namib sand dunes in the background. And there they were, bare footed and dressed only in underpants.


    I had arrived.


    Our base camp was Fort Reef and we were all geo-surveyors. We were confined to a designated area and were not allowed even to contemplate trespassing. Behind us was the inhospitable Namib Desert and facing us was the bitterly cold Benguela Current of the Atlantic Ocean. Who in their right mind would consider an ‘escape’, even with a handful of diamonds? Once a week we had a helicopter run when fresh milk, meat and vegetables were offloaded. A few hundred metres offshore were a few barges where the alluvial diamonds were sucked from the ocean bed with what resembled a vacuum cleaner. Our responsibility was to determine, on a 24-hour basis, the coordinates of the barges every 30 minutes. My responsibility was to monitor Barge 111.


    Barge 111 had no engine and was basically a floating piece of metal secured between six heavy-duty anchors. After receiving the 30-minute geo-surveyor’s report and the diamond count from security, the captain could decide to move the barge a few metres between the anchors in any direction of his choice, depending on the volume of diamonds mined during the preceding 30-minute shift. The barge was anchored just beyond the breakers of the extremely unpredictable Atlantic Ocean. By all standards the sea was rough and Barge 111 had constantly to ‘ride the current’.


    The crew on the barge consisted of the captain, assistant captain, two geo-surveyors, a nurse and 100 deckhands, all working a 12-hour shift, so this was truly a 24/7 operation and certainly no place for the faint-hearted. These were rough guys. One did not mess with them. One of Barge 111’s crew members obtained an internationally notorious reputation on 6 September 1966. His name was Dimitri Tsafendas and, on that day, he nonchalantly walked into parliament and assassinated the prime minister of South Africa, Dr Hendrik Verwoerd.


    It was said that his contract with Marine Diamond Corporation was cancelled for medical reasons a couple of months earlier. He applied for and was given a job as a temporary messenger in parliament.


    This was basically a good representation of the calibre of some of the workers on the barge. These men were not to be trifled with. This, coupled with the turbulence of the ocean, resulted in geo-surveyors refusing to remain on the barge for extended periods. Some who were airlifted from the base camp by helicopter would go to the sickbay the moment they landed on the barge’s helipad, as sick as can be. The following day they were simply discharged from the company.


    We were running short of surveyors for the barges when we received a telegraph message from Cape Town. ‘Transfer Labuschagne to Barge 111 with immediate effect.’


    Shit. What now? Just as I was enjoying my time at Fort Reef, our base camp.


    I had experienced rough seas in the past but not as rough as that and not for that length of time. I could not afford to be fired. I had to persevere, come what may. I hardly had time to recover when we heard the helicopter approaching for my pick-up. I had only a few minutes to pack, including my suit, shirts and colourful ties, still dazed and confused by this latest development. Before long I was in the helicopter.


    I was met at Barge 111’s helipad by a security officer who took me to the dormitory. Not five-star quality; in fact no star at all. I was assigned to the night shift and had to report for duty at 18h00 sharp. No time for sightseeing. This was a great experience, but I needed to develop a plan to get back to land again. First of all, I wanted to let my seniors know that, unlike the other surveyors, I was happy and indeed not complaining. So I wrote a letter to the head of human resources in Cape Town, thanking him (tongue in cheek) profusely for this wonderful opportunity as I could now truly familiarise myself with the full spectrum of offshore mining. That was the main reason why I had wanted to join Marine Diamond Corporation.


    Life on the barge was typically split up into 12-hour shifts. The barge offered limited recreation and everything happened in the mess. This was not only where meals were served, but also where some crew would play darts, poker or simply have a drink (or more). This was also where I met Doc, a beefy middle-aged courageous Afrikaner who always wore shorts, a khaki shirt with rolled-up sleeves and running shoes without socks, but truly the salt of the earth type of fellow.


    With his relatively small, but powerful two-seater motorboat, Doc was responsible for delivering mostly medicine and stock for the bars to the three barges. Doc enjoyed my company, perhaps because I seemed to be the only one who savoured his hair-raising stories, which became ever more terrifying as he downed one brandy after the other.


    One afternoon as I knocked off from my day shift, I again found Doc in the mess and he immediately called me over. He was on his second double brandy and Coke (with ice), and he invited me to accompany him on a delivery excursion. I had no idea what was involved, but just the opportunity to do something different was extremely appealing.


    He offered me ‘one for the road’ or, as he laughingly said, ‘one for the ocean’ which I respectfully declined. That made him gulp the remains of his drink and say ‘Kom, Boetie’ (my nickname on the barge). I followed Doc to the deck where he, with extraordinary skill, almost like a ballerina, manoeuvred himself down a suspicious looking ladder to his small motorboat. As he untied the vessel, he looked up at me and shouted to be ready when the swell was about level with the deck. I jumped into the boat and we were off to the first of the two other barges.


    I soon realised that Doc had his circle of friends on each barge and was inevitably invited for a drink or two at each of these barges. Time was running out but it certainly did not bother my friend Doc. It was getting dark and I had no idea how good Doc was in darkness, especially after a few brandies. I took a stroll outside the mess on the final barge and with serious apprehension witnessed a fast-growing storm. The wind was already raging and I could feel the cold raindrops on my face. In the vastness of the now darkened skyline I could see lightning followed by horrendous thunder. I realised we were in a predicament and I needed Doc to take action quickly. As I walked back to the mess one frightful flash of lightning seemed to bring Doc to his senses. He immediately stopped the singing contest, which apparently he won splendidly, and told me, ‘Kom, Boetie, we have serious problems. We need to move now.’


    Seriously nervous, I followed Doc to the edge of the deck when he again manoeuvred himself down a ladder. This time he was less acrobatic than when we had started. It was totally dark and all of a sudden Doc simply disappeared. I had no idea what was going to happen. The swell was now tipping nine metres and Doc was nowhere to be seen. All of a sudden both boat and skipper appeared level with the deck and Doc shouted, ‘When I say jump, Boetie, you must jump’, and then he disappeared in the darkness again. An intense anxiety gripped me. The sea was sloshing at increasing velocity against the steel barge which groaned as it glided from side to side desperately fighting the onslaught of the horrific storm as it came closer and closer. What if I missed? I would be gone forever and not even Doc would ever find me again. Not alive, that is.


    I was still weighing up my chances when Doc and his boat appeared. In the noise of thunder and lightning I faintly heard the cry, ‘Jump, Boetie. Jump.’ My senses took charge and with enormous effort and pumped full of adrenalin I took one tremendous leap and projected myself in the direction of the boat, which was already submerging again. I think I closed my eyes as a swirl of the ocean engulfed me and dropped me into the spinning boat. I made it. Cold and wet, but happy.


    I thought to myself that now, more than ever before, Doc would have to demonstrate his navigational abilities as, in total darkness, he directed our vessel in the assumed direction of Barge 111. Puff, puff, zoom, puff, puff and Doc started singing again, which brought a strange calmness over me as I realised Doc would get us home safely. Clinging to the wheel, Doc smiled as he looked down at me. This was just another day for my new friend. We had missed our dinner, so Doc made a final visit to the bar, but I took a shower, climbed into bed and promised myself never ever again to accept any invitation unless a proper due diligence had been completed. That never worked for me.


    Christmas was approaching and as it turned out, I had the evening shift. For most of the crew Christmas was just another day except for two things: an enormous Christmas dinner prepared by the chef and all drinks were free. When my ‘lunch break’ started I walked down the steps in great anticipation of beautiful Christmas carols filling the air, embracing this ‘heavy duty’ crew rejoicing at this wonderful event, all wearing their colourful Christmas regalia and celebrating joyously.


    I was wrong.


    From a distance I could hear the occasion was being celebrated but certainly not in the manner I would have imagined. As the clock struck midnight, I entered the mess for a well-deserved Christmas meal, but was soon met by unforgettable scenes. All the crew were wearing their colourful regalia but after more than six hours of free drinking, every crew member in the mess, including the chef, was hopelessly drunk.


    The year 1965 was still in the midst of the previous government’s apartheid policy, or segregation of races. This policy was certainly adhered to on the barge with a mess for whites and a mess for coloureds,3 separating the two groups. But not on Christmas Eve. As I entered the mess (for whites) I was greeted by scenes which would make any circus look like a Sunday school picnic. Half the crew were on the tables, singing and dancing while the other half were in fistfights with our coloured crew. The mess for coloureds was immediately next to the mess for the white crew and it turned out a number of equally drunk whiteys had made their way to their neighbours’ mess with the intention of challenging them.


    This was certainly something completely new to the boring routine on the barge and I jumped onto one of the tables for a better view. Fortunately, everyone was so drunk that no one had the strength to land a solid strike. It was more a case of arms swinging in the air like an old-fashioned windmill trying desperately to get the best of a subsiding wind. I had hardly manoeuvred myself in a prime position when Brad, another deckhand, like a fortified Chuck Norris, shouted at me. ‘Boetie, get off the table. They are going to moer (punch) you.’ At the same time, he grabbed me to help me off, but as I landed on the floor someone was ready and landed a well-aimed punch on Brad’s stomach. I never knew whether the punch was intended for me or just for anyone within range of the striker.


    In a strange way I had enjoyed my lunch break regardless of the fact that I never got the well-deserved Christmas dinner because the company’s chef could hardly stand on his two legs. The Christmas scene and Doc’s excursion were certainly highlights of my barge experience, but I still needed to work on an ‘escape plan’.


    Every 30 minutes the collection of diamonds was brought to a high security room accessible only to the captain and head of security. This room was about 12 square metres and contained the safe in which the diamonds were locked away. A small table with two chairs were positioned in the middle of the room. The table was covered with green felt-like cloth and bright lights with low hanging shades, almost like a snooker table’s, were shining onto the green cloth.


    The geo-surveyor was in fact the only other person permitted to view the counting of the diamonds from behind a double-thick laminated-glass window. It was such a brilliant spectacle when the diamonds were deposited on the green felt that I regularly went down to observe this show. Perhaps too often for the liking of the security officer who, incidentally, did not like me. And that was where my plot developed. I would position myself behind the viewing window in such a way that made it appear I did not want to be seen. Whenever the security officer looked in my direction, I would stage a quick ‘hide away’, making sure he saw it. To add to the drama, I acted as if I was making notes, presumably my count of the diamonds.


    Well, it did not take long for the head of security to consider me a security risk and within days I was told to return to our base camp. I was actually escorted to the helicopter by the head of security himself.


    Back at Fort Reef I again savoured the vastness of this beautiful but rugged country. In the evenings I simply walked into the desert to observe the millions upon trillions of stars, planets and constellations, and the infinite magic of our galaxy as it continues endlessly into the beyond. I should have told my mother that in this environment you do not need a suit or a church to respect the divine creation of life and our universe, regardless of your religion or beliefs. The overwhelming greatness of it all is worth worshipping.


    Etosha National Park


    I have always been fascinated by deserts and exotic places, probably fuelled by the challenge to survive in these extreme environmental conditions or to explore the unknown. To observe how animals and plants have adapted to these conditions is a learning curve the authenticity of which can never be properly documented in any reference book, regardless of the author’s sincere intent. You just have to experience it yourself.


    It was my childhood dream to work in the Etosha Game Reserve, even if it were only on a temporary basis. The word Etosha comes from the Oshindonga language meaning ‘great white place’, referring to its vast salt pan. Etosha is situated in northern Namibia close to the Angolan border and was proclaimed a game reserve in 1907. It received national status in 1967 and was renamed Etosha National Park.


    Etosha is home to a great variety of vertebrates and invertebrates, including an exceptionally high diversity of plant species. Many of the mammal species are threatened with extinction including inter alia the critically endangered black rhino. A unique feature of the Etosha National Park is the salt pan which covers more than 20 per cent of the total area. The pan is mainly dry but after heavy rain it may contain some very salty water.


    Due to the very high salt content of the pan, very few animals will venture on to it and only extremophile microorganisms which can tolerate the hyper-salty and hot conditions survive on the pan. Extremophile organisms, compared to mesophiles or neutrophiles, have adapted to a lifestyle of life-threatening environmental conditions. They have been identified at great depths, as much as two kilometres below the seabed and in extreme temperatures, both cold (minus 25 degrees Celsius) and hot (more than 120 degrees Celsius). They are considered to be the most abundant of life forms and date back to 40 million years.


    The opportunity for me to work in Etosha came in 1967 at the age of 23, when I secured a holiday job for December and January. I was in my final year of completing my degree in zoology and entomology and I wanted to work in an environment which would prepare me for my postgraduate studies in ecology and wildlife management. In more ways than one ecology as a science, back in the 1960s, was still in its infancy; there were very few renowned ecologists, especially in South Africa. In fact, in the early years many of the ecological models were based on American principles, and I was hoping to become more familiar with the models as they applied to the African environment.


    In those days South West Africa, as it was then known, was almost an alien country and the remote Etosha National Park even more so. I made the three-day train journey from Pretoria to Windhoek, the capital of South West Africa, with no knowledge of who, if anyone, would meet me. I had absolutely no information on where I would be based and what my responsibilities would be other than a telegram (the fastest mode of communication in those days) which I received a month before my departure. This contained the simple message, ‘The South West African Conservation Department will accommodate you’. That was enough for me to venture on this long-anticipated excursion. I responded positively to the message and informed the authorities of my expected date of arrival in Windhoek.
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