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In fancy they pursue


The dream-child moving through a land Of wonders wild and new,


In friendly chat with bird or beast


And half believe it true.


From Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll
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NOT THE BIG FIVE


Like most children, I grew up with stories of animals. Fairy-tale animals, dream animals, intelligent domestic animals and dangerous, toothy, wild animals. Members of my family took turns reading me to sleep at night. There were the Barbar the Elephant books and Dr Seuss’s Cat in the Hat tales, Richard Scarry’s heroic characters epitomised by the intrepid Lowly Worm, Beatrix Potter’s world of erudite rabbits, books of African folktales and Kipling’s Animal Stories. Winnie the Pooh and his coterie were favourite bedtime companions, and today I’m still able to recite whole chunks of A. A. Milne. Who can forget Piglet meeting a Heffalump, Eeyore losing his tail or Pooh getting his head stuck in a honey jar? These are indelible moments in my literary upbringing. I remember odd but important details, like the fact that Tigger had trouble climbing down from trees because his tail kept getting in the way. For years, I wondered if real tigers experienced the same difficulty.


Perhaps the book that most captured my imagination was Alice in Wonderland. The story of her adventures down the rabbit hole seemed to my young mind completely believable. Lewis Carroll’s characters—the March Hare, Cheshire Cat and White Rabbit—inhabited my suburban playground as much as they did that enchanted college garden in Oxford, the setting for his famous book, written in the 1860s. Wonderland could be discovered anywhere. I eventually arrived in Oxford to study English many years later, and was thrilled to finally set foot in that charmed Christ Church garden.


When I was big enough to read for myself, weightier tomes such as Watership Down, Jock of the Bushveld and Gerald Durrell’s animal escapades took over. I also began reading African tales of myth and legend, where I was never exactly sure whether the white lions, giant snakes and talking apes I read about were fictional characters or adaptions of flesh-and-blood animals. Real creatures and imaginary ones morphed into one. It was probably impossible to meet a real Pooh bear, but probably just as impossible to meet such a creature as an aardvark. Or was it?


Growing up in the city, my contact with animals was mostly domestic. We had two dogs and a cat, as well as a parade of smaller fry that passed through the house, or hid in the attic, or flew away, or floated belly-up in a bowl. I loved my cat Ling best of all. He was an intelligent and indulgent Burmese of impeccable breeding, who played games with me every day after school and slept on my bed each night.


Human children are, in a way, imprinted by their pets. That languid, cat-walk stride, the bored, eyes-half-closed, don’t-bother-me-I’m-thinking-about-Nietzsche look—I grew to know such things in Ling intimately. I realise now that my love for Ling led me to an understanding, an affection even, of his movements and moods; the way he purred, or stretched after a snooze, or stalked a bird with his slow-motion gait. And so it was that when I eventually met bigger cats in the wild, there was an immediate, electric recognition. The love was already there.


When I was old enough for malaria tablets and able to sit still for longish periods without making a fuss, my parents started taking winter holidays in the game reserves, in particular the Kruger, South Africa’s biggest national park on the border with Mozambique. Whenever we set out, the excitement was unbearable. This was a real-life, adult Wonderland, just as alluring and outlandish as Alice’s. A hundred kilometres before arriving, I’d already have unpacked the binoculars, Roberts bird book and foolscap pad with three columns marked mammals, birds, reptiles.


The challenge was always to find the Big Five. On most Kruger holidays, we managed the first four: elephant, rhino, buffalo and lion. It was always the leopard that eluded us. After countless unsuccessful attempts, finding the spotted cat became something of an obsession for me. It was not until adulthood that I saw my first wild leopard, iconically draped on the branch of a leadwood tree beside the Sabie River. There was a jolt of recognition... and elation. It felt like a benediction. Ling had long since passed into the forests of the night sky by then, but I knew the set of those limbs, those steady golden eyes, the sinuous beauty as if they belonged to a long-lost friend.


As an adult, I continued the childhood tradition of exploring game parks each winter. Then I joined a travel magazine and started visiting reserves almost every month on assignment. I began to see tourists’ relentless pursuit of the Big Five as one-dimensional. There was so much more out there, unseen, waiting to be discovered. After a dozen lion sightings, coming upon an African wild dog or a honey badger held more allure. My taste broadened and my passion for the wild in all its forms deepened. I now sought rarer animals: little-brown-job birds, strange insects and shy night creatures such as bush babies, civets and genets.


Over the years, my list of new creatures to find grew longer. There was one particular animal that replaced leopards on my most-wanted list: the pangolin. I’d heard a lot about these armadillo-like, prehistoric-looking mammals, and hoped to see one for myself. Each time I visited a game reserve, I’d ask the rangers about pangolins. Invariably they’d shake their heads and tell me to give up. “Impossible,” they’d say. Most rangers had never seen one themselves, even those who’d spent a lifetime in the bush. My career as a travel journalist took me to parks all over Africa, but the story was always the same.


This fruitless search for pangolins got me thinking about creating a list of the mammals I’d tried and failed to find over the years; those animals you had just about zero chance of seeing. Instead of the Big Five, I would try to find the Impossible Five. After much deliberation, I narrowed my search down to a shortlist that included such animals as the black-footed cat, Cape fox, aardwolf and Knysna elephant. The last on this list was discounted after I found out there were probably less than five left in the Garden Route forests of the southern Cape, therefore my chances of finding them were nil, and these elephants were not a subspecies or genetic variant, but simply common-or-garden Loxodonta africana. I also considered a number of smaller, critically endangered African mammals, including four species of moles and two species of bats. However, my final five were all distinctive, sexy mammals that had long frustrated me (and my friends, family and many rangers I had spoken to). My Impossible Five would be: Cape mountain leopard, aardvark, pangolin, riverine rabbit and (naturally occurring) white lion.


These animals have survived into our modern age largely due to their elusiveness. Their “impossibility” is their tenuous insurance against extinction. They are still wild and free, most of them living outside national parks, occupying the same territories they have for millennia. As such, they are symbols of the wilderness that was once everywhere, but which is now drastically curtailed and shrinking by the day. Their continued presence, even if never seen, can be a comfort, a kind of ecological money in the bank. If they disappear or are driven into contained environments, our human species will be far poorer for it. I began to think of my creatures’ impossibility as their saving grace—our saving grace. In this light, it didn’t matter if I found none of them and my mission was a complete failure. As long as I knew—we knew—they were still out there, that would be enough.


I laid out a large, photocopied map of South Africa on my dining-room table. With a pen and highlighters, I marked the areas that were likely to prove fruitful in my hypothetical hunt. Now that I could see the project, visualise the months of searching ahead, it began to solidify into something with proper weight. The distances were vast, the terrain difficult, the chances of finding the animals slim. And yet... and yet the idea would not let go of me. It started to eat into my sleeping hours. All five animals took up residence in the burrows and branches of my mind and would not be dislodged. I realised, quite suddenly, that I was actually going to have to do this thing. It was the notion of having a choice in the matter that had been dislodged. A whimsical idea had turned itself into an imperative, and a bullying, all-consuming one at that.


My quest, or series of journeys, was going to be a costly business. As a journalist, I’d been working in and around Africa for more than a decade and could call on some of my old contacts and squeeze the odd favour. I approached magazines and websites, as well as a vehicle manufacturer (Land Rover) and various safari lodges, to help with logistics. In return, they’d get coverage in the print media and online, and there was also the dangled carrot of a probable book with the catchy title The Impossible Five. I contacted scientists and researchers working in the field, describing my quest to them in detail, explaining how it had become an obsession and how badly I needed to find these five animals. To my astonishment, every person I contacted said they would help. I told them that I might have to come and stay with them and hang around and become a nuisance while waiting for the animals to show up. And they still said yes. As each block fell into place, my excitement grew. I set aside six months: one mammal per month, with a month to spare. In the end, this quest would take me nearly three years.


Before setting off on the first journey, I took a closer peek at each of my five contenders. The Cape leopard is smaller and more elusive than its larger cousins elsewhere in Africa, and far rarer (more so, even, than Asia’s snow leopard). Its territory lies in the mountain ranges to the north and east of my hometown, but it is hardly ever seen, and precious little is known about the last remaining big cats living so close to Cape Town. In a sense, these mysterious creatures have become an emblem of the old Cape—a Garden of Eden thronging with big game before European settlers arrived.


I’d been reading a lot of Bruce Chatwin, one of my favourite travel writers. His books, especially In Patagonia and The Songlines, were part of the reason I’d chosen my career. I was fascinated by his tantalising, unfinished writings about Africa, nomadism and the origins of our species. He contends that leopards are a reminder of our very distant past, when we were still ape creatures and nights were ruled by the spotted cat that hunted us in the dark. This notion led him to ask in The Songlines whether Dinofelis, the ancestral leopard, “was a specialist predator on the primates?... Could it be... that Dinofelis was Our Beast? A Beast set aside from all the other Avatars of Hell? The Arch-Enemy who stalked us, stealthily and cunningly, wherever we went? But whom, in the end, we got the better of.” Perhaps in our subconscious, we humans still recognise who is really the Prince of Darkness, the prince of our darkness.


Aardvarks and pangolins are not as rare as Cape leopards, but just as hard to find. The aardvark is an improbable, but adorable creature with bunny ears and a Hoover snout. It looks as though evolution should have knocked it off the branch long ago. But somehow it persists, largely due to its elusiveness and nocturnal habits. The pangolin, with its prehistoric armoured scales and shambling gait, occupies a similar terrain, and has nocturnal habits and an insectivorous diet similar to the aardvark. My best chance of finding these two creatures was by making a trip to the Kalahari Desert, which straddles the Northern Cape and our two neighbours, Namibia and Botswana.


Lions are kings of the bushveld, members of the Big Five, and have no place on an impossible list such as this. However, white lions are a different story altogether. At the time I began my research, it was thought that there were only a handful of naturally occurring white lions in the wild, and these could be found in the Timbavati region of South Africa’s Limpopo Province, adjacent to the Kruger National Park. But these cats moved through vast territories, so I was going to have to be on standby for months, ready to hop on a plane and follow up one of the rare sightings.


The riverine rabbit is officially the most endangered mammal in Africa, and the thirteenth most endangered on Earth. This little creature was probably going to be my hardest nut to crack. To make matters worse, there appeared to be precious little information about it. I tried to do some background reading, but soon gave up. My fauna bible, Southern Africa’s Mammals by Robin Frandsen, was disconcertingly scant on detail: “Little known, solitary rabbit... Gestation period: unknown. Mass: unknown. Life expectancy: unknown. Spoor: unknown. Length: 43 cm.” That’s an awful lot of unknowns. At least I knew precisely the length of the creature I’d be looking for on the interminable nights that lay ahead, driving the dirt tracks of the Little Karoo in search of a nondescript bunny.


I opened my journal and wrote: “Riverine rabbit: 43 cm.” Then I closed the book. It was time to pack the car and take to the road on a magical quest of miracle and wonder to find the Impossible Five.
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THE UNSPOTTED LEOPARD


Tyger Tyger, burning bright,
In the forests of the night


(“The Tyger” by William Blake)


Quinton Martins is mad. Not in some superficial, mildly nutty way, but rather his is a deep and abiding insanity. Quinton Martin is obsessed. There’s no telling when his madness began but his obsession began in 2003 with the idea of finding the Cape mountain leopard. Most Capetonians know they exist—their tracks are occasionally found in the mountains, and every few years, to much public consternation, a farmer kills one—but no-one ever actually sees them. As such, they half-exist, occupying a place at the borders of public mythology and reality.


Quinton began looking for the elusive cat in the Cederberg, a mountain wilderness two hours north of Cape Town. For weeks at a time, he’d hike alone in the remoter parts of the berg (mountain), searching for any sign—evidence of a kill, spoor or scat—of leopard. From there, his passion grew into a master’s thesis and then a doctorate. He poured all his time and money into finding the cat. Sometimes lugging a backpack filled with sixteen cameras high into the mountains to set up camera traps with infrared sensors. A week or two later, he’d return to retrieve the film (there were only thirty-six shots to a roll) and set the traps in new positions. He took the film to his local camera shop and eagerly awaited its development. Not a single leopard showed its face. Quinton’s disappointment and frustration grew. There were countless rolls of blank film strip, or shots of small, unremarkable mammals. This went on for months, until one day he was in the camera shop and, as usual, idly asked if the latest batch had any photos of cats.


“Ja,” said Zelda, the shop assistant. “I think there’s a nice one of a spotted kitty.”


It was as though Quinton had stuck his finger in a light socket. Before he was fully aware of his actions, he’d vaulted the counter and run through to the back room. Sure enough, his camera trap had captured the image of a male leopard, destined to become M1, the first in a long line of cats that would consume Quinton’s life.


It was nine months before he glimpsed his first leopard, and another year before he caught and collared one. He ran out of money and sold everything, including his car, to keep the fieldwork going. He had to hitchhike from Cape Town to the berg and do his research on foot, covering thousands of kilometres in the mountains with temperatures well below freezing in winter and as high as 47°C in summer. He carried no tent, just an old sleeping bag. When it snowed, he sheltered in caves or rocky overhangs. Madness.


Since childhood I, too, have had a thing for leopards, the most elusive of the Big Five. I remembered all those fruitless searches with my parents in the Kruger Park and how I’d craved to see a leopard more than any other creature. Now I wanted to meet Quinton and hopefully one of his spotted friends.


Driving up the N7 one spring morning, wild flowers lined the highway through the Swartland, the undulating wheat country north of Cape Town. The road led up over Piekenierskloof Pass towards the ramparts of the Cederberg, home to Quinton and his leopards. After the orange orchards of Citrusdal, I took the Algeria turn-off and crossed the chattering waters of the Olifants River on a causeway. This is the symbolic entrance to the most beautiful mountain range in Africa.


I stopped and got out to drink from a stream fringed with white sandbanks. Before me stood Grootberg’s ochre buttresses, the mountain’s main portal. The road snaked between slabs of Table Mountain sandstone towards a rocky gorge set in the clouds, each ridge leading me higher and deeper, past Algeria, over Uitkyk Pass and finally into the lovely, sequestered Driehoek Valley, the floor covered in sedges and marshes, the walls with boulders and protea bushes.


I was now in the heart of the Cederberg Wilderness area, 71,000 hectares of mountainous terrain, impossibly rich in fynbos flora and home to the rare and endangered Clanwilliam cedar tree and snow protea. This alpine fastness is still frequented by smaller wildlife such as grey rhebok, klipspringer, honey badger, caracal, Cape fox, porcupine and Cape clawless otter, while raptors such as black eagle and jackal buzzard circle in the thermals overhead. The streams are home to the richest variety of endemic fish south of the Zambezi, most of them endangered. The prettiest of these is the Doring fiery redfin. With its sleek, spotted body and scarlet fins, it looks like a cross between a leopard and a daisy.


The Cederberg’s allure is enhanced by its long human history. These mountains were once the realm of San hunter-gatherers, and possess a wealth of rock art stretching back at least 8,000 years. This is, in fact, the Lascaux of the Cape. Some of its most famous paintings, such as the iconic rain elephants—a row of ochre pachyderms thought to be a rainmaking site of shamans—are found at the Stadsaal rock formation, close to where I would be staying.


I’d booked a cabin on Driehoek Farm, and brought along enough provisions for a lengthy spell of self-catering, which for me means lots of barbecuing, so my vehicle was essentially full of wood and meat. A farm road led to a cluster of buildings, some thatched and whitewashed in the Cape manner, loosely arranged around a green commonage. Sheep filled a field, a vineyard clung to the slope and the battlements of the central berg rose up on all sides. It was ruggedly idyllic. A pack of dogs, led by a white Labrador, bounded up and escorted me to reception. We passed an inflamed male turkey, ogling a dowdy female and gobbling appreciatively. He made a valiant attempt to mount her, but she was having none of it. The Labrador barked encouragement while I knocked on the door. It was opened by Lizette Du Toit, the farmer’s daughter. As she signed me in, we got chatting about leopards.


“Farmers used to set gin traps to kill predators, but with Quinton around things have changed a lot,” she said. “You must ask him about Houdini, the old leopard that took fifteen of our sheep. My dad wanted him dead.”


Lizette told me that Driehoek was established in 1832, making it the oldest farm in the Cederberg; it has been in the Du Toit family for five generations. She showed me a selection of their wines, whose grapes came from some of the highest vineyards in South Africa. I was given a map, and she pointed out a number of walks on the farm and adjacent valleys.


“Have you ever seen a leopard?” I asked.


“Ag, I’ve seen Max, our big male, a couple of times in my life, but these cats are helluva difficult to spot. Good luck!”


She directed me to a cabin that lay a long way down a farm track in a stand of poplar and oak trees, still leafless up here in the cold alpine air. A few empty caravans stood marooned like upmarket shacks in the campsite. My accommodation was a wooden, open-planned affair half encircled by large boulders and a dry-stone wall that dated from the 1800s. Out front a tea-coloured stream slipped through the reeds; beyond lay the serrated foothills of Sneeuberg, stepping away in stony ridges towards the skyline. Behind my cabin stood the squared-off monolith of Tafelberg, towering above the farm.


The heater was on in my room, despite the sunshine. It was going to be bitterly cold at night. My provisions were stacked on the counter: boerewors sausage and lamb chops, a bottle of plonk, packets of crisps, chocolates, spaghetti and pesto in a jar. I hadn’t finished unpacking when I heard a vehicle pull up outside.


A tall figure wearing a floppy hat and spectacles arrived on my veranda, stomping the dust off his boots. “So, you ready to bag a leopard, then?” asked Quinton.


“Sure!” I said.


“Good, let’s go set some traps.”


Quinton was dressed from head to toe in sponsored gear. He had a web of crow’s feet in the corners of his eyes, no doubt from years of staring at the sun-bleached landscape that hid his elusive cats. We climbed into his Land Cruiser, called Witblits (Firewater), which was branded with stickers from a host of sponsors, including the rather appropriate Leopard’s Leap Winery. The words “Cape Leopard Trust”, of which Quinton is the founder and project manager, were emblazoned on the driver’s door.


“We couldn’t keep the Trust going without sponsors,” said Quinton as we bounced through the campsite. “But the bloody vehicle manufacturers won’t give me a thing. Their 4X4s are carving up the landscape, and they’re too miserly to help with a project aimed at protecting the environment. Bastards.”


He chuckled. “It’s not just sponsors we want. Volunteers, too. Speaking of volunteers, I just need to make a quick stop and say hi to a retired couple helping me out. They’re monitoring the transmitters on two traps I’ve set in the valley.”


We pulled up beside a caravan parked in a glade of oak trees a few hundred metres upstream from my cabin. An older, balding man emerged from the tin igloo.


“No luck, Quinton, I’ve been checking every hour.” Garth was a cheerful fellow who carried a chestnut-fronted macaw on his shoulder. She chimed in with a loud squawk. “Oh, she’s such a clever girl. Wants to be involved in everything, don’t you Gracie, even chasing after big kitties.” The green bird ran its head up and down Garth’s chin, to the man’s obvious delight. He scratched his little friend’s head with a practised forefinger.


“She was abused as a chick before we got her,” said a pink-track-suited Lorraine, emerging from the caravan. “Now she only loves Garth. So possessive over him. Doesn’t like women at all, not human ones anyway.” She sounded a bit miffed at having been usurped by a bird. “But you’ve at least learnt to poop on command, haven’t you Gracie?”


The bird cocked its head.


“Poop, Gracie, poop,” said Garth dotingly, directing her tail away from his shirt. “It’s better that she poops out here and not in the caravan or on me.”


“It brings good luck, you know,” said Lorraine, trying to sound enthusiastic.


“I’m not sure how much more good luck I can handle,” said Garth.


“Maybe good luck turns bad if you get pooped on too many times,” quipped Quinton.


“Oh no, it’s always good luck if it’s from Gracie,” said Garth.


“Anyway, better be going,” said Quinton. “We’ll take the receiver and give you a few hours off duty.”


As Quinton pulled away, we could hear Garth and Lorraine saying “poop, poop, poop” and Gracie calling after us “bye, bye, bye”.


“Such a nice couple,” said Quinton. “They’ve volunteered to sit here next to a receiver for a week, just waiting for the signal to change, which tells us a trap has been sprung. Without folks like them, our organisation couldn’t function.”


As we drove up the valley, Quinton told me about the Cape Leopard Trust. By 2004, he’d run out of his savings, and it looked as though the research would have to be abandoned. Then a local farmer, Johan van der Westhuizen, invited Quinton to come and see him in his office in Cape Town. Johan asked him to explain the project in minute detail. The farmer was so impressed, he handed over a cheque.


“That cash injection allowed me to keep going,” said Quinton. “Our first leopard, M1, was named Johan.”


His research soon led him to the conflict between humans and animals, and his focus began to shift. He felt strongly that leopards were being killed or relocated unnecessarily. That’s when the idea of a predator conservation trust came about. Fundraising events were held and money started coming in. The programme grew and was extended into other parts of the Cape. Today, there are leopard projects running in the Boland mountains, Namaqualand and the Gouritz region.


“The biggest threats to the Cape leopard are habitat loss, persecution and disease,” said Quinton, dodging a protruding root that lay python-like in the road. “It’s only through long-term research over decades that we can truly understand what affects the population. To see the big picture, we’ll also need to do ancillary projects on the leopards’ principal prey, such as dassies and klipspringers.”


Quinton explained that his board of trustees comprised eminent scientists, businessfolk and conservationists. Apart from various leopard projects, the work of the Trust included a comprehensive genetic analysis, which would determine if Cape leopards formed a unique genetic unit or subspecies. Solutions to human-animal conflict were being sought through scientific research, empowering farmers and local communities, as well as encouraging eco-tourism and running education programmes. Quinton took a right turn down a track that was closed to the public. The vehicle bounced over boulders like an inebriated frog.


“I first became interested in leopards while tracking them on foot at Londolozi Game Reserve in the greater Kruger Park,” continued Quinton. “After a few years working as a field guide, I decided to study again and ended up doing zoology at the University of Cape Town. During varsity holidays, I came hiking in the Cederberg and started to notice leopard tracks. Farmers told me about the problems they were having with leopards, but no-one I spoke to had ever seen one. I discovered there was hardly any research on them at all. It was an ideal opportunity.
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