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    This book is dedicated to my late wife Irene Anne. Also to our children Antoinette, Rudolph, my daughter-in-law, Antoinette (Van der Plas) and most importantly to my two grandchildren Lia Irene and Mieke Barbara.


    Irene and I were married for almost 45 years. All the stories covered in my book happened during the time when she played an unbelievable role in my life. Always supporting me and constantly allowing me to live my life. She was often concerned about my safety but never complained. She made sacrifices more than humanly possible. 


    After Irene’s passing away my children embraced me and were a major contributor in assisting me to continue with my life.


    Our two grandchildren are undoubtedly the greatest gift I could ever wish for.


    Thank you, guys.

  


  
    FOREWORD


    


    In his first book, The Soul of a Lion, Willie Labuschagne talks to and reflects on life when he was a young man and ends with a few experiences as a young zoo director of Johannesburg Zoo. This, his second book, Of Man and Beast, continues in a similar vein as regards writing style but now the author operates at a much higher level with stories both of the dangers and wonders of wildlife management and the more dangerous kind i.e. of mankind. In short Of Man and Beast comes together at times in harmony but at other times very much the opposite.


    What is exciting is Willie’s ability to bring together both the adventure of wildlife management and the perils, indeed potential disasters that could occur if basic wildlife principles are not adhered to. As in his first book his style of writing draws one in. This is a book one can read alone but more exciting is that one can read it as a family as it offers so many examples of integrity and honesty that could set a norm for young children, indeed adults as well, to live up to.


    The book opens with a hair-raising, even spine-chilling story, of a visit to the East Berlin Zoo. The spine-chilling part was due to the fact that the visit took place during the Cold War when stories of escape attempts by East Berliners ended with them being shot by East German guards. Checkpoint Charlie was the centre of numerous spy stories at the time and crossing the Berlin Wall was certainly not a place for the faint-hearted.


    Why then visit at such an inauspicious time? Simply because a promise had been made to the director of the East Berlin Zoo that South Africa would attend, and lend credence to a scientific congress being held by the director of the East Berlin Zoo. The simple logic was ‘A promise you make is a promise you keep!’ A small matter of the aftermath of a World War was not going to compromise a promise made!


    Although not explicit, there is for the discerning reader a reflective offshoot from this story. One can reflect on the destruction of mankind against mankind, as opposed to the philosophy of animals to kill only when necessary. Of Man and Beast thus kicks off highlighting the fact that man is by far the most destructive animal on the planet and the paradox is that man still thinks himself to be guardian of the beasts.


    The book now moves on to reflections on animals and events encountered by the author in his life with wild animals. More importantly, the passion Willie has for the wildlife in his care is apparent, and some delightful insights and humorous tales are often intertwined with the story of each animal; heartwarming stories and the humorous side. However, this is a true-life book and life, as we know, isn’t devoid of heart-rending stories too.


    Willie went to great lengths discussing a director’s responsibility, not only to the animals under his care, or the staff, but also to millions of visitors. A highly amusing story is that of a visitor to the zoo who was questioned by the director of the zoo why the visitor was in a section of the zoo that was out of bounds to visitors.


    For those interested in the history of the National Zoo the extremely interesting and unique history of the Pretoria Zoo is worthwhile reading. The history is followed by a hair-raising story of how visitors can create chaos by interacting with the animals outside the rules of animal management.


    Another example of a ‘normal day at the zoo’ occurred at a time when the farmyard area was flooded to the extent that animals were in real danger, as well as the personnel who were assisting. This story warms and saddens the heart.


    One of the stories that tears at one’s heart unfolds during a visit to the wild gorillas in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). One cannot read of these magnificent creatures without it leaving an indelible imprint on one’s life and thus every attempt to save them from extinction is given more meaning. The story of the gorillas is but one of many giving both sides to the story, as no attempt is made to present only the optimistic view. The book ends with a reflection on a visit to the DRC, formerly Zaire, and all the elements – heartwarming, humour, heart-rending – are combined.


    This foreword has extracted merely a scattering of incidents and reflections of Of Man and Beast and there are many more – some even more exciting, hilarious or moving than those mentioned here. The book is a must-read to gain the full contextual power intended by Willie. In reviewing the book as a whole, one can ironically ponder on the fact that the critical juxtaposition of man and beast is such that their futures cannot be seen in isolation. Again, the reality is that perfect harmony is a very elusive dream. It is not altruism, but rather power, that decides the outcome – and as the power lies with destructive man, the outcome for the beast is uncertain. In short, managing a National Zoo is more than just wildlife management, but requires a wide spectrum of skills, especially the ability to handle dichotomy. This dilemma is the issue that Willie tackles in his third book.


    DR SIDNEY SHIPHAM


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

  


  
    PROLOGUE


    


    In my first book, The Soul of a Lion, I wrote about the many adventures I had, primarily during my young days, to moving on through my academic years and my research on the cheetah in the Kgalagadi, and culminating in my becoming director of the Johannesburg Zoo. In this book I share adventures on a much wider scale, as I not only became the director of the National Zoological Gardens of South Africa (Pretoria Zoo), but also served as the president of the World Association of Zoos and Aquariums.


    In November 2006 I took a major decision in my professional career when I was recruited to manage the Private Department of Nature Conservation for His Excellency Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan, the late president of the United Arab Emirates. Almost from day one as director of the National Zoo, close encounters became the order of the day.


    It was early evening. A five-tonne African savannah elephant bull stood less than 30 metres from me. Open space separated the two of us. Dim light from a nearby lamp post highlighted the folds and wrinkles of the elephant’s coarse skin. I could see him starting to shiver. Not because of the cold; he was darted ten minutes earlier and the drug was beginning to take effect. He shook his head as if to clear his vision, his great ears flapping like tarpaulins in a gale, and my staff scattered to nearby shelter. Perhaps the sound of running feet alarmed him and he responded accordingly – bolting towards me in what seemed like a very determined charge. I scrambled to the safety of a heavy-duty vehicle, brought along to restrain the behemoth if necessary. I reached the truck just as the drug took final effect, and the elephant dropped within ten metres of the vehicle as I clambered inside.


    This was one of many frightening experiences I had during my tenure as executive director of the National Zoological Gardens of South Africa in Pretoria from 1985 to 2006.


    I am often asked if I thought working with wild animals was the height of potential frightening experiences. This makes me reflect on how animals and humans go about, in different ways, solving their problems, and which is the most frightening. Crossing the Line (the next chapter) provides some insight into the human way, and I leave it to you to decide which is the most frightening.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    


    CROSSING THE LINE


    


    Every step I took felt like an eternity. From the corner of my eye I could see soldiers with assault rifles aimed at me. I have faced many life-threatening moments with gorillas, lions and charging elephant bulls, but I had less control over this situation. Suddenly I remembered the final warning of the security police, who said: ‘Once you cross that line, we have no jurisdiction over you. You are on your own. Are you certain you want to cross the line?’


    The previous year I had paid a visit to my colleague, Dr Klös, director of the Berlin Zoo in the beautiful, modern city of West Berlin. Like most tourists, I paid a visit to Checkpoint Charlie (the United States customs control point between West and East Berlin) and found a modest double-storey museum close to the infamous Berlin Wall. The museum was officially opened on 14 June 1963 and displays numerous photographs of the often unsuccessful, fateful attempts by East Berliners trying to escape the horrendous life under communist control. The second storey is mostly a lookout point where the visitor can get a glimpse of what happened on the other side of the wall. All one could really see at that time were numerous cranes, leaving the impression of vast construction development.


    How did this all come about? After the end of World War II and following the Potsdam Conference, it was decided to divide Germany into four occupied zones under the jurisdiction of the four allies – the United States of America, Great Britain, France and Russia. Berlin, situated in the Russian-occupied zone, had lost its status as the capital of Germany, which was temporarily replaced by Bonn in the western zones. Berlin itself was also divided into the four occupied zones. The reason for this subdivision was based on Germany being held accountable for starting both World War I as well as World War II. Allied forces occupied the four sectors, thereby hopefully preventing the possibility of another World War.


    After the division of the city of Berlin into the four sectors, a mass migration of more than 3.5 million East Germans defected to the Western Sector. This had an immediate effect on the remaining population, as both skilled and unskilled Germans moved to the West. This not only resulted in a serious loss of manpower but also a considerable brain-drain. In order to curb this movement, the East Bloc sector decided to construct the Berlin Wall. The wall was promptly constructed in 1961 and consisted of a guarded concrete barrier encircling West Berlin, basically creating an isolated island of the four small zones in the middle of the Russian-occupied socialist eastern half of the former German state.


    [image: ]


    The city of Berlin located in Russian-controlled East Germany. The city was also divided in four sections. 



    Google Images


    During the time the wall existed, more than 10 000 people tried to escape into West Berlin, of which an estimated 5 000 succeeded. More than 200 were shot or committed suicide. The East Bloc justified the construction of the wall as a protection of its population from fascist elements and officially referred to the wall as the ‘Anti-Fascists Protection Rampart’. In contrast, the West Berlin government referred to the wall as ‘The Wall of Shame’, an extension of the symbolisation of the ‘Iron Curtain’ and the start of the Cold War.


    The Berlin Wall consisted of two walls. The area between the two was approximately 100 metres wide. This area was commonly referred to as ‘The Death Strip’. The strip contained hundreds of guarded watchtowers, miles and miles of anti-vehicle trenches, guard dog runs, flood lights and trip wire machine guns. Anybody found in the Death Strip could and generally was shot. After almost 30 years, the wall was demolished on 9 November 1989.


    The Berlin Wall, like so many other atrocities since the beginning of time, should surely be regarded as a crime against humanity. People were killed or mutilated, families, friends and loved ones were separated, and individuals were encouraged by State Security in East Germany to spy on and denunciate each other. The effect it had on human beings is indescribable. Why is it necessary to declare war? It is often motivated by would-be rulers who wish to demonstrate their capacity to control other human beings. The tragedy is that in the battle for supremacy innocent people lose their lives. One of the monumental occasions in the history of warfare must certainly be the Christmas Truce between British and German soldiers on 24 December 1914, when soldiers from both sides left their bunkers and joined together in no-man’s-land to celebrate the coming of Christmas, singing Silent Night and other Christmas carols. Peace and goodwill to all. But alas, after they returned to their respective trenches, they were once again ready to kill one another the following day. This truce was so incredible that many believe it to be a myth which never happened.


    At the end of World War I approximately 20 million had lost their lives, of which about 50% were civilians. It is estimated that in the 12 deadliest wars more than 250 million people succumbed.


    When I visited Checkpoint Charlie in October 1986 I didn’t, in my wildest expectations, think that a citizen from South Africa, whose previous government not only condemned communism but prohibited any form of association with the Communist Party, would ever be invited to cross the line into communist-controlled East Berlin. Receiving a letter of invitation from the director of the Tierpark (zoo) in East Berlin, Professor Dr Heinrich Dathe, to attend an international conference on conservation, came as a pleasant, but also terrifying surprise. Should I accept? What could possibly happen to me? It did not take me long to decide that this could not be worse than facing a lion or a charging elephant bull, and I duly accepted the invitation.


    Flying into West Berlin was an unforgettable experience. As we approached the airstrip, one could see the vastness of the greater city of Berlin, with the stand-out feature of the infamous Berlin Wall stretching 155 kilometres and standing four metres high encircling West Berlin within the Russian-controlled territory of East Germany. It is ironic that the fenced area represented freedom and all one had to do was to scale the fence (without getting shot) from east to west into the ‘captive’ area and from there one could get on a plane for final escape and freedom.


    On the morning of Sunday, 13 September 1987, I finished my breakfast, checked out of my West Berlin hotel, collected my luggage and called a cab. ‘Checkpoint Charlie’ was the destination I requested from the cab driver, who did not find this unusual as Checkpoint Charlie was a popular tourist destination. When we arrived, I asked the cab driver to unload my luggage and only then did he realise that Checkpoint Charlie was my final destination. In his best English he asked: ‘What the hell do you think you are doing?’ And my response to the shocked driver was simply, ‘I am crossing over to the East.’ He tried desperately to convince me to change my mind and kept telling me I was playing with fire, but he could see his efforts were in vain and he muttered something in German, threw his hands in the air and turned around.


    I approached the American customs official and presented my passport. The official took a close look at my document, including the letter of invitation from Professor Dathe. He told me to follow him into the customs office and instructed me to sit down, then asked whether I had any idea how dangerous this mission could be. He drew my attention to a large notice board warning all would-be visitors that by crossing the line, you are leaving the jurisdiction and protection of the United States of America. The warning was displayed in four languages: English, French, German and Russian. He continued that if I wanted to proceed, I should follow a strict procedure and not do anything stupid.
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    The sign at Checkpoint Charlie warning visitors about leaving the American sector before crossing the line into the Russian-controlled East Berlin sector. 



    ‘Do not increase or decrease your walking speed. Do not stop. Do not scratch your head or put your hands in your pocket. Do not look back or at the soldiers. Do not deviate from the gravel road and, for heaven’s sake, do not turn around, even if you realise halfway you have forgotten your passport. The soldiers will not hesitate to shoot you and there is nothing we can do. By crossing the line, you are on East Berlin soil and on the Death Strip.’


    The officer stamped my passport and wished me well. I collected my luggage and crossed the line, cold sweat running down my spine. I focused on a building about 100 metres in front of me which appeared to be the East German customs office. I saw the 100-metre area between the designated boundary of the US and the second wall in East Germany, clean as a tennis court; not a stone or grass stalk in sight. I was told that even when a bird lands on this forbidden stretch of barren land it gets shot. The guards tolerated no nonsense. From the corner of my eye, I noticed two watchtowers protruding a further metre or two above the wall. In each tower were two soldiers with assault rifles pointed at me, following each step I took. I expected that the American soldiers were also viewing my progress with concern, but knew they were helpless if things went wrong. ‘Once you cross the line, you are on your own.’ Will I ever reach the safety of the door or will this be my last day on earth? I was alone, nobody to be seen other than the soldiers in combat gear. There was no sound except for my heavy breathing and the crunching of gravel as I walked. As I approached the East Berlin customs office thoughts filled my mind of the hundreds of East Berliners shot dead as they furiously tried to cross over to the West. I assumed this was exactly how a convicted criminal must feel on his last steps to the gallows. He knew he was going to die, and I felt the same.


    It felt like an eternity but I eventually arrived at the customs office. The entrance door had no handle and when I gave it a gentle push nothing happened. ‘In heaven’s name, do not turn back,’ the officer had warned. But what now? What if I am not allowed in? What the hell made me decide to accept this invitation? I was still contemplating my sorry state of affairs, careful not to provoke the killer instinct from the rifle-bearing soldiers … now closer to me, when I heard a loud click of the unlocking of the door. With some relief, but also a high degree of apprehension, I pushed the door open. The door closed automatically behind me with one hell of a bang. There were no windows in the dark, 50 square metre room, only a single dim light bulb hung from the ceiling. A solid wooden bench was fixed on all four walls. It looked creepy and jail-like. I slowly sat down. On the ceiling were a number of closed-circuit cameras, scrutinising my every move and in one corner there was another door, again with no handle. The waiting game started.


    After about an hour, there was a loud click as the door in the corner unlocked, and presumably my summons to enter. It also closed behind me with a loud clunk and I felt imprisoned. I was now in a brightly-lit, narrow one-metre wide passage. Mirrors were positioned at a 45-degree angle downwards from the ceiling, allowing observers a 360-degree view of the ‘suspect’. I moved forward hesitantly and after about ten metres suddenly came face to face with a grilled opening.


    Looking at me from behind the steel bars was an unappealing official. He was in full regalia, which included the ugly blend of khaki and green, typically with the double thick lapels. In the centre of his black deluxe military hat was the symbol of the German Democratic Republic embossed on a metal disc. The symbol in red and yellow depicted a hammer, a compass, surrounded by a wreath of wheat. The hammer symbolised the workers, the compass, intelligentsia and the farmers were represented by the wreath of wheat in solidarity to these different principal factions. The sun visor of his hat covered his eyes. In the dim light and because of the obstructions, I couldn’t make eye contact, which suited me just fine, though quite frightening.


    The only light in his office came from the passage and my impression that customs officials the world over are not the friendliest of people seemed justified. It’s as if they consider you part of a syndicate ready to overthrow their government. Understandably, illegal transportation of drugs, human trafficking and even illegal animal transactions are usually discovered at international customs posts, but why treat everyone like a potential criminal? The official on the other side of the heavily-barred cubicle was no exception. He certainly was not the friendliest chap, but this was no time to challenge him. Not yet.


    I greeted him in the best German I could muster and handed him my documents. Then began the interrogation. ‘Why are you here? What are you doing in East Berlin? How much money have you brought with you? Where are you staying? When are you leaving?’ On and on. I finally got the chance to shove Professor Dathe’s letter of invitation through the bars after about an hour. I assumed one had to be a high-ranking member of the Party to be appointed to a senior government position as that of director of the Tierpark (zoo).


    In my best English and with a ‘to hell with you’ attitude, I said: ‘My friend, if you require any more answers to your questions, I strongly advise you to call Professor Dathe who, I am sure would be delighted to enlighten you.’ I do not know whether he simply got bored or whether my threatening attitude hit the spot, but he returned my stamped documents, pressed a button and a door on the opposite side of the passage opened with a loud clang. And as I exited, the door once again closed loudly behind me.


    I was outside.


    Or rather inside!


    Inside East Berlin. I congratulated myself on being inside East Berlin and still alive with a certain amount of relief. I had made it … at least so far, and I knew that I would certainly enjoy the protection of my colleague Professor Dathe. I still had to get to my hotel, Unter den Linden, on foot – there were no taxies or any form of public transport. From the lookout platform at Checkpoint Charlie the previous year, I had observed that the ‘major construction’ was nothing more than numerous stationary cranes and piles of abandoned building materials.


    Those were the days when luggage had no roller wheels and I had to struggle over heaps of building rubble carrying my suitcase and other kit. I was trying hard not to draw attention to myself. I may have been out of the ‘Death Strip’, but anything could still happen … I’d noticed that the soldiers in the watchtowers had turned around and still watched every step I took. I eventually reached an area which appeared to be the start of the occupied city and kept walking; there were scarcely any other pedestrians and on every corner an elevated guard tower with an armed official. I tried to ask for directions to the Unter den Linden, but eventually gave up. It wasn’t that they couldn’t understand me, I speak reasonable German, they simply believed it wasn’t their responsibility to assist. When I eventually arrived at my hotel I was immensely relieved to meet my long-time friend, Jim Dolan, director of Animal Collections at the world-famous San Diego Zoo, USA.


    I was told that there were only five delegates from the West, the remaining participants were all from communist-controlled countries. The conference was a splendid occasion and we were treated like royalty. There was a fair amount of propaganda, as the few Westerners were herded into a 60-seater bus with a guide promoting the glitter of East Berlin, while we travelled through apathetic, drab, grey surroundings and long queues of people anxiously waiting to enter a shop with little to offer and often off-season paraphernalia such as Christmas decorations in September. I also noted there was almost no upkeep of buildings on the main routes, which were still pock-marked with bullet holes from World War II.


    The East Berlin Tierpark is a state-of-the-art facility. It was commissioned in 1955 as a counterpart to the famous 180-year-old, 35-hectare (ha)1 Berlin Zoological Gardens in West Berlin. Strange that the cash-strapped communist government would invest millions of dollars to continue developing and improving this 160-ha park. The park is located in the sprawling gardens of the Friedrichsfelde former grounds, where the iconic Friedrichsfelde Palace is still situated. With almost 900 species of wild animals, it undoubtedly became one of the largest animal collections in Europe. The Tierpark is characterised by beautifully landscaped open-air enclosures displaying mixed antelope exhibits behind water moats.


    The two directors once told me that whenever the West Berlin Zoo built a new carnivore exhibit, the East Berlin Tierpark would follow suit. This ongoing game of ‘keeping up with the neighbours’ seemed to bring great satisfaction to the two contented colleagues. Two things impressed me about the Tierpark. The first was the excellent research facilities staffed by top scientists. This department was founded by Professor Dathe in 1973, but after unification in 1992 it was separated from the Tierpark and became the independent and world-renowned Leibniz Institute for Zoo and Wildlife Research. This Institute played a significant role in my career when I was employed by Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan, president of the United Arab Emirates, more than 25 years later.


    The second was the amazing animal collection, with the Sichuan takin winning the first prize in my estimation. It was my first sighting of this enigmatic goat-antelope species. In 1999 the National Zoological Gardens of South Africa in Pretoria celebrated its centenary and many institutions donated special animals to mark this auspicious occasion. The Tierpark donated two Sichuan takins, making the National Zoo one of the few zoos in the world to exhibit these beautiful animals. The Sichuan takin is classified as vulnerable. It is a member of the Caprinae subfamily and is best described as a mixture between cattle and goats. They are social animals and groups of 30 or more is not unusual. Their distribution is the dense bamboo forest of the eastern Himalayas close to Tibet, sharing the habitat with the giant panda.


    East Berlin, although still carrying the scars of World War II, had the potential to be a beautiful city. Iconic buildings such as the Brandenburg Gate (completely fenced off from both the East and West sectors), the State Opera House, historic churches, and Museum Island with its six different museums adorned the almost 800-year-old city. My favourite is the Pergamon Museum including the Pergamon Altar. When I left after five days, I predicted that if ever these two cities could unite again, it would certainly be one of the great cities of the world. I am glad that I was able to return to unified Berlin on three occasions, and I could see that my prediction had fully come to fruition. Berlin has once again become a world-class city in all its endeavours and in 1990 was proudly reinstated as the capital of Germany.


    Visiting East Berlin was a learning experience and made a huge impression on me. It certainly prepared me for subsequent visits to other socialist-governed countries such as Poland, China, Russia and Cuba.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    ON THE LIGHTER SIDE OF THINGS


    


    Managing a zoo is riddled with unexpected events. Many of these often-challenging incidents stretch one’s managerial ability to the ultimate degree, as no textbook or academic qualification can prepare you for the unexpected. These include a humongous number of events from day-to-day management to handling fatal accidents or ‘near misses’ – the headache of every zoo director. But the one responsibility of being a zoo director which I enjoyed is the lighter side of things.


    OSTRICH VERSUS EMU


    I have always taken a great interest in the interaction between children and animals. Children are incredibly sincere and creative, and I am often amazed by their keen observational skills. Sometimes their reasoning is exceptionally clear and every so often they have an added touch of genuine humour. I recall one day when I was on zoo inspection (which happened every Friday), I overheard a discussion between three young boys as they squatted, elbows on their knees, watching an emu sitting on a cluster of eggs. As I approached one youngster pointed at the emu, saying, ‘Look Sir, the female ostrich is sitting on her eggs.’ I squatted down next to them and remarked that the bird wasn’t actually an ostrich but an emu, the Australian counterpart of the ostrich. I continued by telling them, ‘It is in fact not the female, but the male. Once the female has laid her final egg, the male takes over the responsibility of incubating the eggs. In many instances the female abandons the nest and the male is solely responsible for the task, never leaving the nest. The male stops eating and relies on stored body fat for the incubation period, which may last more than fifty days. After the eggs have hatched, the male is also responsible for rearing the chicks. From beginning to end, the male is the responsible one.’


    The youngsters looked at me in total disbelief, until one little guy eventually said: ‘Gee-whiz … my dad would never do that.’


    PEAFOWL BREEDING


    One day at the Johannesburg Zoo I received a phone call from a lady wanting an explanation on how peafowl breed. (Peafowl are often commonly referred to as peacock, which is the male gender of the bird. The female gender is a peahen.) The question caught me by surprise and I asked her what exactly she meant? She explained with a hint of irritation: ‘I want to know how it happens that after the female has laid the eggs and incubated them, a number of chicks hatch – how is that possible?’ she exclaimed.


    Still not understanding the question, I told her: ‘That is a basic fact of life. The birds and the bees story, or whatever you want to call it.’ Rather testily she again asked, ‘How is it possible for the female to produce fertile eggs?’ Thinking that I now understood the background of her query, I explained that both the hen (peahen) and cock (peacock) align their cloacae and fertilisation takes place by the male transferring his sperm to the hen. This process is also called the ‘cloaca kiss’ and takes a few seconds. A cloaca is the only opening that serves digestive, urinary and reproductive functions.


    I also explained to the lady that many vertebrates possess a cloaca, including all amphibians, reptiles, birds and even some primitive mammals. Once the sperm enters the hen, it migrates to her uterus and fertilises her eggs. The fertilised eggs develop, which the female lays and incubates until the chicks hatch after approximately 30 days. Period. Over and out.


    I quickly realised my mistake as she, in a rather snappish tone, accused me of being pornographic and that I should immediately stop my ‘sex talk’. She wholeheartedly believed that the male only fertilised the eggs after they had been laid and wanted to know how it is possible that he could do that without breaking the shell.


    There are three species of peafowls: two Asiatic ones and the African Congo peafowl from the Congo basin. The peafowl has been given the title of being ‘The King of Birds’, and rightfully so, as the cock has earned the accolade of being the oldest ornamental bird in history dating back centuries. Although endemic to India, where it has been declared the national bird, the peafowl has now been introduced almost worldwide. Even King Solomon, King of Israel and Judah, imported peafowls 1000 years BC. They became popular in royal palaces and were soon integrated in civilisations, mythologies, cultures and religions. In Hinduism the peafowl is connected to Lord Karthikeya and the warrior goddess Kaumari and is also depicted alongside the goddess of Santoshi. They play a significant role in Buddhist teachings as a symbol of immortality. In medieval Christianity they were considered to be immortal, as the cock shed but always replaced their feathers, thereby signalling eternal life. The ancient Romans had other ideas and the peafowl soon became a desired delicacy, sometimes decorating the dinner table with their full plumage.


    One of the reasons why the peafowl is regarded as holy by many cultures and religions is the primeval myth that copulation between cock and hen never occurs. As an acknowledgment of the peafowl’s holiness and a sign of purity, the supreme god, Lord Krishna, one of the most popular figures in Indian religion, is adorned with peacock feathers. The myth postulates that fertilisation of the hen is done by the peahen licking the tears off the peacock’s eyes. This claim has recently been reinforced by a retired judge from the Indian High Court when he announced that India’s national bird ‘does not engage in sex to reproduce’. The issue is exacerbated by the fact that actual copulation is rarely seen and takes only a few seconds.


    Back to my caller. I assumed that the lady had heard the ancient myth. Although she may have discarded the myth of licking the tears, she still wanted to know how the hen can produce fertile eggs. To ease her mood and maintain the credibility of the zoo, I told her: ‘Actually I, too, do not know. I assume it happens at night when no one can see him because even to this day it remains a secret.’ She was satisfied and I like to think she was smiling on the other end of the line and when sharing my explanation of peafowl breeding, which I asked her to keep secret.


    A CHICKEN FOR A MEAL?


    Also while at the Johannesburg Zoo, I received a phone call late one evening from the Parkview Police Station requesting my presence as soon as possible. The station commander explained they had a patrol car driving down Jan Smuts Avenue, bordering the zoo. The two officers in the vehicle saw somebody jump the zoo fence carrying a brown sack slung over his shoulder. The officers immediately stopped and questioned the man and contents of the sack. The culprit admitted that he had jumped the fence and in the sack was a chicken stolen from the farmyard at the zoo. They apprehended the man and brought him, with the sack, to the police station.


    As I entered the police station the scene that unfolded was hilarious – I had to control myself from bursting out laughing. The police captain informed me that when they had arrived at the station, they opened the sack and instead of a chicken a bewildered ten kilogram Cape vulture with a 2.5 metre wingspan hopped out onto a nearby chair. This scared the hell out of all four officers, as they jumped to safety. They crouched behind the counter, revolvers ready, to defend themselves. An equally nervous man in his late thirties sat on his bum on the floor, and a puzzled Cape vulture perched on an empty chair eyeing everyone.


    I picked up the sack and gently pulled it over the vulture’s head, before wrapping my arms around the bundle and told the officers there was no need to lay a charge. The scene itself was enough recompense. The officer informed me however that he had already charged him and he would have to appear in court. Fortunately, the magistrate showed a great deal of human kindness and as the offender showed remorse, he was sentenced lightly, to six months imprisonment suspended for three years.


    Stealing the vulture was due to the local belief in the mystical power of wild animals. Vultures are in great demand by traditional healers and available information suggested that hundreds of birds per annum could be used for traditional medicine. Vulture body parts are considered to be the most potent and could have healing results for up to six years. An adult vulture, dead or alive, could fetch up to R1 500 (almost US$ 100). More often than not separate parts are usually sold – the brain, head, tongue or other organs – each one used for different ailments.


    In 2007, Dr Vivienne Williams, from the School of Animal, Plant and Environmental Sciences at the University of Witwatersrand, participated in excellent research on the usage of vultures in traditional medicine. In the author’s synopsis they categorised usage under the questions:


    1.Who uses vulture parts and why?


    2.Species preference?


    3.Product preference?


    4.Supply sources?


    Their results indicated that the Cape vulture, with a more than 50% margin, is the most common species followed by the white-backed vulture. The main supply originated from the Lesotho highlands followed by Southern Mozambique. Most users, almost 60%, are the low to middle income community, followed by middle income (25%), middle to high income (6%). Even the unemployed (6%) are occasionally inclined to this type of treatment.


    Vultures or their parts can be used for a variety of ailments in traditional medicine: vulture brains will assist the patient to become clairvoyant, the liver promotes good dreams, the heart increases intelligence, and a general concoction will assist in seeking employment. Additionally, vulture parts will assist in winning lotteries or predict the score of major sporting events. In some instances, even assisting to call back a lost lover. In other words, quite desirable and lucrative!


    The Cape vulture is among the largest of the raptors in South Africa and is classified as ‘vulnerable’, partly for the reasons mentioned above.


    UPMARKET ESTATE AND A BABOON


    One can probably understand that when a wild animal is seen in a city most homeowners may think it is an escapee from the local zoo. In the majority of cases, this isn’t correct. Sometimes people may indulge in snatching wildlife babies, which is illegal, but many acquire a baby wild animal despite this, as they are just so decidedly cute. This is particularly common in the case of vervet monkeys or even chacma baboons. When these animals reach adulthood and become less cute and manageable, the owner either brings it to the zoo or simply releases the animal.


    Shortly after I joined the National Zoo in 1985, I received a phone call from an anxious senior government official informing me that a stray baboon was walking around the high-class suburb of the Bryntirion Estate in Pretoria. The estate is mostly occupied by cabinet ministers, including the residency for the president and deputy president of South Africa. It has 15 tennis courts, a 9-hole golf course, a helipad, and is protected by a R90 million security fence, which was erected in 2007.


    The National Zoo is not that close to the suburb, but the caller was adamant that the baboon had escaped from the zoo and we had to take action immediately. Government officials often have a demanding attitude and this was no exception. I made contact with our general curator and asked him to do a count of our chacma baboon population. Within minutes he reported that all were intact and the escapee was certainly not one of ours. I explained that to the caller who became even more demanding. I also informed him that the National Zoo had no mandate or jurisdiction to capture stray animals and was squarely the responsibility of the Department of Nature Conservation.


    I contacted Dr Pieter Mulder, former director of the old Transvaal Department of Nature Conservation, who reminded me of the agreement between his department and the National Zoo. His department would capture stray animals and species such as snakes and tortoises and would transfer them to the zoo as part of a rehabilitation programme, and after proper veterinary inspection and quarantine to be released in appropriate areas. I again explained the correct procedure to the caller that we are not allowed to capture stray animals. I asked innocently whether he had checked on the owners; he misconstrued my question that I was implying that they were baboons, which is not what I meant and the suggestion was that one of the owners might have kept a stray baboon. However, he went into overdrive and threatened me with every conceivable law in the book, and even new ones, just to put me in my place. I politely said goodbye and fortunately never heard from him again.


    LEMURS


    Zoos are visited regularly by international tourists usually wanting to pass a few hours before boarding their return flight. We often received visitors from all over the world. Sometimes the different languages complicated the communication between the cashier and the visitor, especially when the cashier is required to respond to questions. This was the context when a gentleman, presumably from Scotland, asked our cashier, ‘Do you have any lemurs in the zoo?’


    Although they belong to the order Primates and originated from Africa, lemurs developed separately from monkeys and apes, and are classified in the superfamily Lemuroidea. Today they are endemic to the island of Madagascar and the volcanic Comoro Archipelago islands. They are in fact the only primates on these remote islands and scientists are uncertain how these species, originally from the African continent, migrated to Madagascar. One of the hypotheses is that a small number were caught on a cluster of plant material acting as a raft and drifted from river outlets and floated across the ocean to reach Madagascar. Madagascar today is about 400 kilometres from Africa, but was much closer to the continent a few million years ago, which could have made such a journey possible.


    Another, more likely hypothesis is the theory of drifting continents. Our planet’s history dates back some 14 billion years following the Big Bang, but the geological history only dates back approximately 4.5 billion years. The first indications of early life, mostly microscopic organisms, date back between 3.7 to 4.2 billion years. Life started in the oceans and gradually evolved into fishes, amphibians and eventually reptiles that colonised the earth, as they were no longer dependant on water for reproduction. The first reptiles made their appearance approximately 320 million years ago, but it was mostly during the Mesozoic Era which saw the rise of reptiles, especially the dinosaurs. The period from about 250 million to 65 million years ago is popularly referred to as the ‘The Golden Age of Reptiles’, as they roamed and dominated the world.


    It is known that Africa and the landmasses which today constitute the island of Madagascar and adjoining islands were once part of the ancient Triassic Period, which was the beginning of the Mesozoic Era, some 250 million years ago and ending with the Cretaceous Period 65 million years ago. This was a time when all major landmasses were joined together into a supercontinent known as the Pangea. During the evolutionary process several mass extinctions, mostly as a result of massive meteorites colliding with the earth, climate change and continuous volcanic eruptions, shaped life on earth. Scientists today claim that 99.9% of early life no longer exists and became extinct during the five most important extinctions. The first was recorded some 440 million years ago, followed by another some 356 million years ago, and the most significant one approximately 250 million years ago, with the final one about 65 million years ago.


    Towards the end of the Triassic Period which ended approximately 200 million years ago, plate tectonic activities became relevant and the period of continental rifting began with the formation of the so-called Gondwana landscape – which included mostly southern hemisphere countries known to us today. The northern part was known as Laurasia. Reptiles eventually gave rise to birds and mammals and only after the mass extinction of reptiles did mammals start to flourish, including the primates in Africa. The less developed lemurs were driven to the eastern parts of the Gondwana territory by the more developed primates. Approximately 165 million years ago a portion on the eastern side of the landscape started to disengage from the continent and in the process captured a number of lemurs. Once the landmasses were eventually separated, a small number of lemurs were isolated on what was to become the island of Madagascar some 50 million years ago. In the absence of major predators and lack of competition with higher developed primates, the species flourished and evolved into the numerous forms we know today.


    The name lemur is derived from the Latin lemures meaning ghosts or spirits. There are approximately 100 known species and more lemurs have been discovered in recent times. Lemurs are arboreal or tree dwelling animals. It is estimated that 90% of Madagascar’s biodiversity has been lost due to logging, mining and slash-and-burn practices, and together with the increase in the bushmeat crisis2 almost all lemur species are being threatened, with at least 20% listed as critically endangered and facing imminent extinction. Madagascar is one of the poorest countries in the world and it is estimated that more than 70% of the human population are living in poverty, creating a major socio-economic situation which has had a negative effect on conservation principles.


    Lemurs are handsome-looking animals and a great favourite amongst the public. The aye-aye is probably the most interesting species. And yes, The National Zoo at that time had an excellent collection of lemur species.


    Back to the visitor who had asked: ‘Do you have any lemurs in the zoo?’ The cashier could not answer the question, so instead called the general curator on the two-way radio and relayed the question, talking in Afrikaans. In response, the curator confused the word lemurs with ‘leeu mis’ which is Afrikaans for ‘lion faeces’. There is a general misconception among some people that if you spread lion faeces on your immaculate lawn, it will be a deterrent to keep stray dogs away. So, the general curator was quick to inform the cashier in Afrikaans: ‘Tell the visitor it will not keep dogs away.’ The cashier turned to the Scotsman and replied: ‘No, Sir, unfortunately not, but our general curator says it will not keep dogs off your lawn. Enjoy your visit.’ It must have been a very confused Scotsman who received such an answer from the staff and probably could not understand why lemurs in the zoo had anything to do with keeping dogs off his lawn.


    BATS IN THE ZOO?


    Another instance of a complete misunderstanding involved bats.


    By the way, bats are amazing. They are the only mammals capable of true and sustained flight. Almost 1 400 species occur worldwide, excluding deserts and arctic regions. Almost 70% of bat species are insect eaters, but there are many fallacies about bats. One is the number of insects eaten by one bat per night. Totally exaggerated figures of bats eating a few thousand mosquitos per hour are untrue. Latest research confirms that, theoretically speaking, bats could eat that number of mosquitos per hour, but it is unlikely that they could sustain this performance for the duration of the evening. Insectivorous bats eat a whole spectrum of insects, including moths, crickets and locusts.


    Another fallacy is that bats fly into your hair and get tangled. This is utter nonsense. Bats are not blind, as is sometimes alleged. They are in fact capable of excellent sight, but in addition have echolocation to detect obstacles, and more importantly, their minute food varieties. Echolocation is performed by bats emitting pulses of extremely high frequencies from their mouth and nose, which are not audible to the human ear. The sound is projected forwards and bounced off any object in their trajectory. These bounced-back sounds are caught by the bat’s radar-dish ears and help the bat to identify the object as edible or not. I remember as youngsters, my friends and I would in the early evenings, when bats started flying, throw stones high into the air to see how bats responded. In almost all cases the bats would dive at high speed towards the stones and in the nick of time swirl away after realising they were not edible, never hitting the stones.


    Some bat species fulfil an important role in the pollination of a variety of plants. Fruit, such as bananas, mangos and avocados depend totally on pollination by bats. Probably the most talked-about bat, and perhaps the one which gave bats a bad name, is the vampire bat from Central and South America, from Mexico to Brazil and neighbouring Latin American countries. There are three species of vampire bats, but the most common one goes by that name. Vampire bats are the only animals which feed exclusively on blood, mostly from other mammals, and occasionally even human beings, called hematophagy. They do not suck the blood, but make a small incision and then lick the blood using their tongues. They have an anticoagulant in their saliva which prevents the blood from clotting, allowing them to feed for up to 30 minutes from the same incision. They can consume up to 50% of their own body weight, and they have to feed at least every second day.


    There are stories sometimes told of vampire bats attacking humans and literally sucking them dry and are attributed to numerous horror movies, thanks to the publication of the Gothic horror novel, Dracula, by Irish author Bram Stoker in 1897.


    It is a real pity that these horrific accounts tarnished the reputations of cute diminutive common bats. Humans that have been bitten by vampire bats say that the bite is nothing more than a slight sting, even less than a mosquito bite. They admit they would not even notice a bite when asleep.


    But I digress.


    Back to the problem of strange accents and bewildered cashiers. Cashiers are money people and their responsibilities are to welcome visitors, receive money in exchange for the entrance tickets and wish them a happy day in the zoo. They are not trained to respond to animal-related questions. An adequate response to any question involving more complex knowledge is further complicated when the visitor addresses them in a foreign accent. A visitor once asked what may well have sounded like: ‘Jew hef bets in da Soo?’ (i.e. Do you have bats in the zoo?) The cashier, hearing what he thought was ‘beds’, responded: ‘Unfortunately not, Sir, but we have many benches. Enjoy your visit.’ When I heard about this interaction, I often wondered what the visitor thought about such a reply.


    LABOUR UNIONS


    The mid-eighties was one of the most volatile periods in South Africa’s history. During that time no unions were engaged in the zoo. Towards the end of the eighties more and more pressure was put on the zoo’s management to allow unions to be acknowledged and permitted to recruit members. We did not object to this in principle, but the union members who negotiated with Johann Lambrechts, our deputy director of Human Resources, bombarded him aggressively and threateningly to comply with their demands – which included a long list, among them being an immediate and substantial increase in salaries.


    The meetings continued for years until labour unions became more prominent in South Africa, including those at the National Zoological Gardens. By that point membership of our staff in these unions was virtually compulsory. To finalise the process, the Union representatives insisted that the next meeting, which would hopefully signal the final negotiations, should include the chairman of the Zoo Council, councillors, Johann Lambrechts, representing the Human Resource Department, and should also include me. The moment was electrifying; this was a completely different ball game. Union representatives arrived 40 minutes late and joined the rest of us without apologising.


    While waiting for the arrival of the Union representatives, Dr Davitsz, our chairman, requested Johann to do the official welcoming. There was absolute silence; you could hear the proverbial pin drop. I don’t know what sparked Johann, maybe a combination of the tardy representatives and the presence of our chairman and other councillors, but ‘a welcoming speech’ was the worst request. We were all extremely nervous, except for the Union representatives, who considered the meeting a major achievement and breakthrough. Tensely, Johann rose from his chair and said, ‘Good morning gentlemen, you are most welcome to the National Zoological Gardens of South Africa to debate an important issue, which will affect most of our staff. I sincerely hope this will be a fruitless meeting.’


    Dead silence. Totally muddled between fruitful and fruitless, Johann turned a few colours of the rainbow and immediately flopped back in his chair, while the Union members stared at him as if he was an extraterrestrial being and not welcome at this meeting. Well, Johann’s wish was granted, as the first official meeting turned out to be a total failure, but the writing was on the wall and we had to prepare for further interventions.


    Johann was an excellent human resource practitioner, but he sometimes said the wrong thing at the wrong time. On one occasion Johann and I interviewed a young lady for a senior position in the zoo. The young lady was endowed with an extraordinarily large bust. Very, very large. You could not miss it even if you tried to avoid looking. I did the usual welcoming introduction and tried to put the candidate at ease. I introduced Johann and requested him to continue with the interview.


    The first thing he asked her, was, ‘Ma’am, what is your biggest asset?’


    Not: ‘What is the biggest asset you can bring to the zoo?’, or simply, ‘What assets can you bring to the zoo?’ No. Just, ‘Ma’am, what is your biggest asset?’ Johann again turned various shades of red and so did the lady. I could not face her and can’t even remember what her answer was.


    AGRICULTURAL SHOWS


    Not only cashiers get confused when dealing with the general public. As part of our marketing campaign, for a number of years we annually participated in the Rand Easter Show in Johannesburg and the Trade Show in Pretoria. Each display necessitated tremendous efforts from our artists, artisans, education, conservation and marketing staff. Everything had to be completed by opening day and it usually required long, late hours. The animals being exhibited needed to be settled into a challenging new environment full of strange noises and smells. This frenzied activity reached a peak a day or two before opening; our stand became a beehive of activity, with staff anxiously doing the finishing touches.


    It was at this crucial time that a soldier from the South African Defence Force, which had their display next to ours, approached Sarita Cronjé, our deputy director of Public Relations, and addressed her in Afrikaans. His request was a simple one: ‘Mag ek asseblief ’n tuinslang by julle leen.’ Translated into English this means: ‘May I please borrow your garden hose (hosepipe)?’ But that is not what Sarita understood. With animals arriving, among them various snakes for the terrarium, Sarita confused the whole issue and responded, ‘Nee, ons leen nie ons slange uit nie.’ ‘No! We do not lend our snakes to anyone.’ I am sure the poor soldier had difficulty comprehending this reply.


    Sarita was an excellent marketer but her knowledge of animals, understandably, was on occasion questionable. At the Rand Show we once displayed a litter of new-born piglets. They were extremely cute and soon became a favourite amongst the visitors. However, we found that all the attention was too much for the piglets and overnight we replaced the exhibit with adult potbelly pigs, four times the size of the piglets and 20 times heavier. Sarita was unaware of this change. When she arrived at the show the following day, and saw the pigs, she exclaimed, ‘Gee-whiz, but they have grown!’


    It was not only cashiers or our deputy directors that were sometimes caught off-guard. On a few occasions, I was responsible and had to bear the brunt of things that went wrong.


    With the National Zoological Gardens participation in the Rand Show and the Pretoria Show, our exhibits changed every year and we were awarded gold and silver trophies on all occasions. One year we had a small exhibit for nocturnal animals. Our artisans, artists, educational and conservation staff produced an outstanding mixed display of barn owls, bats, hedgehogs, bushbabies, etc. – positioned next to the main information desk. We soon became aware that teenagers would walk through the semi-dark passage and drop stink bombs for fun. Our staff on duty quickly addressed the problem by having spray cans of air freshener on hand, and every time it happened one of them could simply grab a can, enter the dimly-lit passage and randomly spray in the air. Our simple first aid kit was nearby, which unbeknownst to me included a spray can of gentian violet. After one stink bomb episode I grabbed a spray can and emphatically sprayed the entire passage. Returning to the information desk I noticed that all the visitors exiting the nocturnal exhibit were randomly tinted purple from head to toe!


    I made a quick duck and only returned a few hours later.


    FLAMINGO CAMP


    It was early one spring morning when I strolled past the flamingo camp. The camp provided excellent accommodation for the beautiful and more colourful American flamingos, also known as the Caribbean or Cuban flamingos. The brilliant reddish-pink American flamingo is by far the most colourful of all the species. Flamingos are filter feeders. Their diet consists of brine-shrimps and blue-green algae, and a spectrum of other small insects, molluscs, crustaceans and insect larvae. The colour of the different species comes from carotenoids in animal and plant plankton – the presence or absence of sufficient quantities will determine the colour of the birds.


    Typical of flamingos is their habit of standing on one leg and there are many hypotheses to explain the reason for this behaviour. As a zoo director I was often asked this question, to which I simply replied, ‘They have to stand on one leg, otherwise they will fall over!’ I normally made a quick duck while the person was still puzzling over my answer.


    Standing in the middle of the camp was a visitor taking photographs of the flamingos. It was breeding season and one could see how nervous the flamingos were by the stranger’s presence. They tolerated workers to whom they were accustomed, but this intruder was annoying them. I stopped, greeted the gentleman and politely asked him to please get out of the camp. He looked me up and down and after a minute or two, pointed his finger at me and said, ‘Willie Labuschagne, the director of the zoo and I are the best of friends. If you have a problem with me taking photographs go and speak to Labuschagne.’


    I promised to do so and left.
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