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    FOREWORD


    It has been a privilege to know Mario and Meagan Cesare and their wonderful family for well over a decade. They are a charming and handsome couple but their bonhomie conceals a formidable and dedicated team engaged in combating one of the most challenging and reprehensible scourges of modern Africa.


    For those raised here or attracted from abroad, there has always been an undeniable mystique attached to the Dark Continent. It was originally captured in the remarkable exploits of pioneers such as Frederick Courteney Selous, Colonel James Stevenson-Hamilton, Harry Wolhuter and Sir Percy FitzPatrick, to name but a few. These extraordinary characters faced drought, famine, flood and political turmoil with epic determination and resolution. Thankfully they preserved their experiences in their compelling writings, creating a genre of exciting and fascinating African literature.


    The distant pioneering days have sadly returned with a dreadful twist. Political turmoil is now coupled with hi-tech criminals. Drought and flood recur with tenacious and devastating regularity, and armed conflict has taken on a new bizarre face with deviously innovative, greedy, mostly Asian and Middle Eastern so-called ‘businessmen’ exploiting impoverished locals for the widespread slaughter of irreplaceable national assets. The stakes are high, the returns irresistible, and the consequences tragic.


    The men, and women, combating this curse are epitomised by modern heroes like the Cesare family, their illustrious canine Saba and a small core of loyal anti-poaching rangers. In the great tradition of their famous historic predecessors, they are worth their weight in gold, but are working more for love than for money, exposed to long hours, characterised by associated frustration and ever-present danger, the prime goal being to protect a continent’s diminishing irreplaceable resources.


    This book is a compelling, hard-hitting revelation of the perils and problems faced by the conservationists of this world written with direct and disarming candour in characteristic riveting style. It describes instances and circumstances that would make a Hollywood scriptwriter drool, but they are all too grippingly real.


    In microcosm Mario Cesare vividly captures the ambience and magic of a magnificent private game reserve, but the story of that community located in its comparatively small paradise reflects the dilemmas and tragedy of the entire African continent and other parts of our world too. As humanity penetrates the solar system and moves beyond to the stars, perhaps it is worth reflecting on what it will take to protect our own precious planet, before we embark on pursuing more universal exploration.


    This is a fascinating story narrated by an expert, a consummate officer and gentleman, but also a tough, relentless and thoroughly committed professional who, in the great tradition of the fabled Mounties, almost always gets his man and is not hesitant to tell it exactly like it is!


    Douglas McClure

  


  
    INTRODUCTION


    In my first book, Man-eaters, Mambas and Marula Madness, I focused on sharing my passion for the African wilderness and its myriad life forms by taking the reader into the bush with me. From my earliest youthful recollections I tell of a passionate journey as an aspirant young ranger through to my experiences as warden of Olifants River Game Reserve, where my feet are now firmly planted. In my second, The Man with the Black Dog, I tell of the extraordinary relationship between me and my dog Shilo, and our lives and adventures in the bush together. Heart of a Game Ranger continues in a similar vein with an added sense of profundity. I also like to believe that a growing maturity cuts through some of the blinkered infatuation with life in the bush and delves into the depths of some of the challenging circumstances facing nature conservation today; a precursor to the focus that has inexorably shifted, shaping the broader mind-set of the modern-day game ranger.


    Although this book can be picked up and opened at any chapter, or read through in sequence, essentially there are three gently interwoven – yet broadly defined – parts. My experiences on Olifants have provided unique conservation challenges in a rich life full of situations that have been anything but routine. There are stories of general interest as well as those I have selected from the numerous unpredictable situations that involve other wildlife in conservation-related situations. This is the nature of my work in Big Five country and is what makes it so worthwhile being a game ranger. Essentially it’s all about beautiful days that end in exhausted satisfaction and achievement, balanced by those that inexorably leave us in utter despair and frustration.


    Being part of a huge open system that includes the greater Kruger National Park, we face the same threats to our wildlife as the rest of our country’s national parks – particularly as regards rhino poaching. There is no clear-cut definition: rhino do not live and die in isolation; they share the stage with numerous other wildlife, including a number of lesser-known but equally threatened species.


    Much has already been written that delves into the detail of the criminality, the nameless middlemen, syndicates and end users, even conjecture of high-level political involvement in rhino poaching. There is also the ongoing debate around the pros and cons of trade versus no trade. My intention is not to regurgitate the plethora of facts already out there, but rather to give the reader a deeper insight, a personal take on the situation as a conservationist, seen through my eyes and spoken from the heart.


    My aim is to take you along as we get up close and personal, recounting some hair-raising incidents and the personalities involved at the core of the fray, in day-to-day life on the front line, to show what we are up against and our endeavours to tackle the specific poaching problem on our reserve.


    Delving deeper into the realities, you will concur that Queensberry Rules simply have to take a backseat at times: combating rhino poachers is an adaptive style of brawling born of necessity. To this end I have become a street fighter in order to effectively mix it with brutal killers spawned in the gutters of humanity. It’s an ugly conflict, a deadly game of hit and run played out on some of the most beautiful battlefields in Africa. Invariably these incidents comprise small forays, most of which we lose, losses that are made endurable by those times we put poachers to flight using both hi-tech and lo-tech methods followed by disruptive action. I will also attempt to share with you the heartbreak and sense of utter helplessness when we lose a rhino – and the euphoria of success when we save one. Of course there are also the rarer, bittersweet occasions that culminate in the apprehension and arrest of poachers, so be prepared for a roller-coaster ride through some emotional ups and downs and surprising twists of excitement.


    It also needs to be said that conservation is losing more than rhino. In the wake of this scourge, we are losing valuable men and women as it becomes increasingly apparent that its consequences are deeper rooted than a simple scenario of good guys versus bad guys. I hope to paint the reader a picture of the poignant effect this has had, and is having, on the psyche of the wardens and their families engaged in this desperate struggle to preserve the rhino from extinction.


    To combat rhino poaching on the reserve, we rely on a small but effective unit of trained field rangers employed by Olifants River Game Reserve. However, from time to time we make use of outsourced security on an ad-hoc basis, a combination that has worked well at limiting the number of rhino killed in our region. Despite the relentless onslaught, our dedicated rangers have kept the wolf from the door for long periods at a time.


    Relating to the incredible variety of innovative thought that has gone into combating rhino poaching, this book would be incomplete without a brief mention of the unique all-women anti-poaching team known as the Black Mambas, to whom I have dedicated a chapter.


    In addition to and among the countless tactics and techniques deployed against rhino poachers recently, one of the most effective is proving to be the deployment of trained canine units. So much so that I have devoted a portion of this book to the acquisition, life and training of a Belgian Malinois named Saba. She is one of the finest anti-poaching dogs in the field today and, I am proud to say, has been the precursor to the adoption of countless Malinois and other breeds that are now being trained for anti-poaching work countrywide.

  


  
    BASIC INSTINCT


    The buffalo cow’s rasping tongue and wet nose were her newborn calf’s first tactile impressions of the world outside. In stark contrast to the comfortable darkness of her womb, his big brown eyes now blinked in the brassy sunlight, its warmth complementing his mother’s loving attention. It felt good. Suddenly she stopped licking, lifted her head and let out a harsh snort. The next thing the tiny buffalo felt was an approaching rumble, which shook the ground of his strange new world. Confusion and terror caused him instinctively to lie flat. And not a moment too soon as the hooves and horns of a hundred tons of African buffalo merged into a grinding mass. Like a black cloud in a red sandstorm, a thousand hooves thundered past kicking up clouds of fine dust, which hung in the air long after the reverberations had faded. Black on red blended, now dark brown; the little buffalo’s coat, which his mother had meticulously groomed only moments before, was one with its surrounds. Then, slowly lifting his head, the calf blinked the dust from his eyeballs and looked around: he was alone.


    A successful breeding season in South Africa’s big game country, like that in any wilderness area, is reflected in the sights and sounds of newborn animals. Vulnerable and wide-eyed with bewilderment, they begin the most testing time of their lives, a necessary process for any baby and its mother. And it is the outcome of this ability to cope as a unit that determines the status of the species as a whole.


    As self-appointed guardians of wildlife, conservationists are aware of these processes. However, recent events on the reserve have seen an increased level of ‘intervention’ in the natural order of things. Call it what you will, essentially well-meaning actions are often viewed as interference by man in the natural balance of an open system. Pundits, under the guise of science, argue against and criticise these undertakings, labelling those who advocate them as being ‘bunny huggers’ or professionally irresponsible. Others are moved by Gandhi’s words: ‘The greatness of a nation and its moral progress can be judged by the way its animals are treated.’ Here’s my take on this.


    Our knowledge of ecology and the complex processes that drive natural systems is continually improving. We learn, even from our armchairs, that similar scenes to those being witnessed on our reserve at any point in time are being played out in the wilder parts of the world in various forms every day, and that the science behind nature’s success is by definition a dispassionate sequence of events. Strictly speaking, human emotions – particularly feelings of empathy, pity and compassion – need to be taken out of the equation, or, at the very least, put into context. However, though we are constantly reminded that ‘nature should be allowed to take its course’, there is nowhere on earth that can be defined as ‘pristine’; nowhere has the hand of man not had some influence on the environment in one way or another. So it’s a question of what we define as natural, which in turn is determined by the degree of effect we have had on the environment. Needless to say, there will be a constant need to modify, manipulate and update this definition.


    Most people on their first safari to Africa’s Big Game country want to see a kill more than anything else, preferably a lion kill. On the other hand, seasoned visitors to the bush are less driven to witness the process in minute detail. As our attention shifts, the brutal reality of predator–prey relationships – the ongoing struggle for survival, to eat or be eaten – gradually ceases to be an all-encompassing focus. Indeed some of us find we never really harden or get complacent about it. Most move on to discover myriad other facets that make up countless nuances and experiences the bush has on offer. Over time, the fervour to get in among the blood and gore of these often dramatic scenes wanes. Instead we immerse ourselves in the deeper layers of Africa’s fascinating wilderness, absorbing more of its complex intricacies with each experience.


    Of course there will always be those with a more macabre bent for whom the hunting process becomes a fascinating study in itself: the more gruesome and dramatic the kill is, the higher on the scale their viewing experience is rated. However, it has been my experience throughout my career as a game ranger, having dealt with people from all over the world, that the vast majority who fall in love with Africa never lose their fascination with its super-predators. I suspect this sentiment has more than a little to do with the fact that lions and leopards, for example, are well equipped for the task and generally kill quickly. But not all predators are as well built for the kill as these huge cats are; there are vastly varying degrees and ever-changing circumstances. So it comes as no surprise that over-confident lions, as well as lesser predators, will occasionally bite off more than they can chew … or at least attempt to.


    As game rangers, this complex subject is further complicated by our individual personas; there cannot be too many grey areas of intervention open to interpretation in our jobs. For example, do we turn a blind eye to an impala with a broken leg, and ‘leave it to nature’, but immobilise a limping rhino to remove a splinter from its foot? Do we leave a lion to die slowly from wounds sustained when it is mauled by others in a territorial battle, while we treat another injured by the train? Or is it acceptable to abandon an elephant with a broken foot knowing how poor the prognosis is? … I believe not.


    I advocate human intervention wherever and whenever it can prevent or alleviate unnecessary suffering, particularly where actions by man, deliberate or accidental, can be shown to have been directly responsible, and where it can be carried out with zero or minimal disturbance to the natural process being played out. So I believe we should try and do what we can, whenever we can. Even if this means having to put a suffering animal out of its misery, as in the example of the impala with a broken leg … or, for that matter, any wild animal where there is no alternative but for it to be left in the bush to die in agony with little or no hope of survival. However, going out to place a band-aid on every Bambi’s bleeding buttock is not going to happen, nor will we be rescuing all the apparently orphaned animals we come across. Having said that, there will be occasions when we are faced with a decision that threatens to send this marriage of emotions off for some serious counselling.


    Predictability and certainty are two words you won’t find in the bushveld dictionary. In the wild, survival depends on evolutionary attributes that have been honed through the millennia, characteristics that include a strong territorial imperative, adaptive strategy and opportunism, to name but a few. In human beings many of these primal instincts have been lost altogether, but there are a few basic traits we all share and I suspect will always share, notably those that enable us to form relationships. Associations born of mutual dependence and friendship occur throughout the natural world in symbiotic relationships between different species, right down to those dispassionately fixed to survival, such as lichen. But there is another – one that irrevocably stirs a deep primal passion and knows no boundaries. Even science has been known to take a backseat in the face of this powerful force; indeed, most species living today owe their survival to it. I refer specifically to that of any mother’s love for her young … which brings me back to the baby buffalo.


    Ever intrusive, often necessary, but occasionally entertaining, the two-way radio crackled, breaking the mid-morning lull with a tentative but familiar ‘Mario, Mario, please come in’.


    Although I could detect a lilt of urgency in the caller’s tone, it lacked the usual irritation that most of the reserve’s shareholders try to control but often find hard to hide, particularly when their gas has run out or their game-viewing vehicle has broken down. I immediately recognised the voice as that of Olifants’ director Louise Cleary, and depressed the button on the microphone to answer.


    ‘Hi Louise, I’m reading you. Go ahead. Over.’


    A tentative ‘umm’ followed by the tailing click of the repeater as the microphone button was released to an empty silence. This was unusual for Louise, whose legal background instilled in her an authoritative confidence most of the time, like when on more than one occasion I have seen contentious issues and boiling testosterone reduced to a simmer while she held the floor and sagely put things in perspective at our board meetings.


    ‘Umm … we’re at Sable Dam … and there’s a tiny buffalo calf being harassed by three black-backed jackals.’


    Another, longer, pause.


    And then, her voice even softer now, ‘Is there anything we can do to help the poor thing?’


    Having learned over the years that predators and scavengers do an excellent job of taking care of the weak, sick or injured in Big Five country such as Olifants, I replied in a matter-of-fact manner, glibly mumbling something about the jackals also needing to eat. But before waiting for a response, I quickly qualified what may have sounded callous, adding that the calf had probably been abandoned for reasons that may not be immediately obvious to us but were to its mother. Of course I had no idea of the drama that was unfolding in front of the people there, nor could I know that Louise’s ecological awareness meant her decision to call me in the first place had taken nearly an hour of soul-searching. And despite the predicament she knew I was being put in, her primal instinct was kicking in and involuntarily overriding all else. There was no question: Louise could not escape the fact that first and foremost she was a mother.


    As I said earlier, to further complicate these already complex matters there is mankind’s consciousness, the basic instincts that have gelled into our make-up as human beings (scientists included, of course). So, like it or not, certain emotions are highly developed and ingrained in our genes, not least the primal power of motherly instinct, which is one we share with almost every other animal species on the planet. Whether you’re a cantankerous buffalo cow protecting your calf (of which I have first-hand experience and the scars to prove it) or a human mother, the involuntary urge to protect your young, and sometimes even those of another species, is stronger than reason: it overrides logic and common sense. So it is understandable that this resignation to the inevitable, in this instance by a mother witnessing the drama unfold, would be thickly clouded with emotion. But as no two situations are ever identical in Africa’s bushveld, I knew I needed to go out to the scene and assess things for myself.


    Knowing what call to make under these circumstances can be very difficult. More often than not it has to be made on the spur of the moment … and, as we know, there’s no antidote for a bullet once it has left the barrel. Also, technically speaking, shooting a buffalo without a permit is against the law. But game rangers are tuned to run their best on a cocktail of practical science, emotion and circumstance … a blended fuel, if you like. Vivid mental images of the buffalo calf being eaten by three determined but relatively small, hungry mouths was not painting a pretty picture in my mind. I knew the calf would take an agonisingly long time to die while bleating plaintively until its last breath. The least I could do was assist the process with a quicker, less painful death, I thought.


    ‘I’ll be there in 15 minutes,’ I replied. Picking up my keys, I turned and walked over to the strongroom. I hardly heard the metallic clang of the lock on the huge door as I opened the gun safe, walked in and grabbed my .22 rifle. My mind was focused elsewhere in preparation and acceptance; for the rest it was mechanical. This would be the second time in as many days that the little weapon was going to be needed for humane work.


    Arriving at Sable Dam, I saw three jackals standing in the open. Normally cautious and furtive, these little coyotes of Africa were quite unperturbed by my sudden approach. Apparently they had eaten the buffalo’s afterbirth earlier, and clearly the taste of what could constitute the main course had their full attention. The jackals were now focused on what was going to prove a huge task for them; apparently they’d already been up to the calf, almost muzzle to muzzle, testing it … sizing it up. Growing bolder, they were clearly determined to take it on, but were also cunning enough to know they would need help. One of them howled repeatedly: its high-pitched call for reinforcements would carry a good distance across the bushveld; soon there would be more jackals arriving. Then, with their strict territorial imperative temporarily put on hold, they’d band as one, attack as a pack, kill and feed as a pack … There’d be plenty to go around.


    I was relieved to see the killing had not yet begun. Louise tried to look composed as I approached her vehicle. She was trying unsuccessfully to hide the tears welling up behind her sunglasses, which now looked like a pair of badly fitting scuba goggles, a picture of utter sadness. I drove up alongside to find her teenage daughter Jennifer and son Tim leaning across to my side. Gesturing to the base of an African wattle tree, they pointed out the shape of an apparently terrified buffalo calf that had taken refuge in the shade. Hmmm … ‘terrified’, I mused … not an adjective I’d normally use when referring to this species.


    As I approached the buffalo calf, which had been lying in the cool, dark recesses of the tree’s lower branches, it lurched to its feet. Standing up on little hooves that were only starting to harden in the dry air, it teetered on legs that until a few hours ago had been cloistered in the warm comfort and protection of its mother’s belly. Then it slowly moved out into the sunlight, steadying itself on splayed legs. I could now clearly see the bloody remnant of its umbilical cord. The calf was no more than a few hours old, eight at the most. Even so, at some point in its infantile reckoning it must have realised its life was being threatened by the jackals and instinctively sought the thickest bush it could find to back into. In this case, the wattle tree with its soft green foliage had created a soft shroud that seemingly provided enough protection for the time being.


    Despite being so young, and with absolutely no life experience to draw on, this tiny buffalo was born with an inherent never-say-die attitude, a trait indelibly etched on its genes, one this species is well known for the world over. However, as courageous as its defence was, deep down I knew resistance on this scale was futile and would only postpone the inevitable: the jackals would attack it relentlessly until, weakened by lack of nourishment, the calf would no longer be able to stand – then the killing would begin.


    As hard as this was to accept, there was also something about this little buffalo’s determination and will to live that made me look at this situation differently. This calf was no runt; it appeared perfectly normal in every respect, and its coat had been lovingly licked clean; despite the dusty hue, it glistened in the sunlight as if recently shampooed. From the circumstantial evidence I was able to glean, I strongly suspected this calf had not been deliberately abandoned. So, acting purely on gut feel, I made a judgement call and decided there was ‘reasonable doubt’ in this case. Somehow we had to try and reunite the calf with its biological mother, fully aware that if we failed there’d be no option of adoption or ‘rehab’: we would then have to abandon the brave little calf to its fate – or, as the Spanish say, Que sera, sera …


    Calling out across the clearing to Louise, I asked her where the rest of the herd had moved to. From her explanation it was apparent they’d been seen more than a kilometre to the west of the water hole, relatively far away yet close enough to be worth a try, I thought. To compound our dilemma, baby buffalo don’t wear name tags, nor do buffalo cows file missing calf reports, so how the hell were we going to find its mom among 50 others without getting severely gored or worse in the process? But there was no time to debate the issue; we needed to act quickly.


    Confident that the herd, but more importantly the calf’s mother, was far enough away to pose no danger to us, I climbed down from the Land Cruiser and, with my hand outstretched, slowly approached the little buffalo. The calf looked straight at me with its huge, confused eyes and then, still teetering on unsteady legs, moved cautiously towards me. Man, this was serious lump-in-the-throat stuff. Ever tentatively, the little buffalo came closer and closer, until it was within a few centimetres of my hand.


    Ears flat and craning its neck now, the calf’s broad, glistening nostrils flared as it audibly drew in the air around me. The smell of human sweat, mingled with a hint of the Paco Rabanne my kids got me for Christmas, filled its infantile nasal receptors, causing it to retreat instantly. Incredibly, having no way of knowing other than instinct, and at only eight hours old, it already knew that the smell of man, however well masked, meant danger. The calf turned, trying to escape back to its refuge, but I had anticipated this move. Reflexively, my hand shot out and grabbed hold of one of its back legs. I called over my shoulder for Tim and his dad, Chris, to help me load the now-bellowing calf into my Land Cruiser. This done, we followed Louise’s vehicle as she led the way to where the main herd of buffalo was last seen. We drove with purpose, and it wasn’t long before we’d located the herd moving slowly through the bush on the edge of a seep-line.


    Things needed to happen quickly; even so, it couldn’t be a case of ‘chuck and chance it’. There were a few important considerations to take into account: though I’d never done this before, at least I knew we needed to be downwind from the herd, then to drop the calf at precisely the right moment and distance from the herd, for this to have even a remote chance of working. Very importantly, the calf needed to bleat; to this end, it had to be literally ‘dumped’ out of the back. If its mother was within earshot, she would recognise her calf’s call and come for her baby; at this point she’d be unstoppable, and I knew that. However, if even one buffalo in the herd saw anyone climb out of the Cruiser to try and gently offload the calf, it would cause the rest to stampede. With the herd spooked, we’d have to risk recapturing the calf and trying again once they had settled, and who knows how long that might take. There was no question: we were only going to get one shot at this.


    The buffalo were moving slowly, grazing peacefully on the lush grass, totally unaware of what we had bundled up in the back of my pick-up. I slowly drove into the bush, getting in front of the herd; then, manoeuvring the vehicle in reverse, I managed to back up to within 30 metres of them. Unfortunately, it wasn’t all going our way … as luck would have it, two huge bulls were on the perimeter of the herd closest to us, and they lifted their heads curiously at our approach. Buffalo hunters will tell you that when you’re looking for big bulls they’re usually to be found tailing the herd or surrounded by sharp-eyed, radar-eared cows. But Murphy had decided this was how it was going to go down today.


    Undaunted, I was confident that somewhere among them was one particular buffalo who was feeling a little different from the rest. One who felt an uncomfortable ache from her swollen udder, an unexplained emptiness where only hours before was the fullness of a growing weight she had carried for months. Something was still raw and incomplete, and as the mother of a new baby, her hormones were ill at ease. I was reasonably sure this would be enough to keep her just that little bit more aware than the rest. She would be alert and on edge; I was banking on that.


    African buffalo are extremely resilient, so don’t get me wrong: within a few days or so, I believe she would have forgotten about the birth and the loss of her calf as she focused on survival. But right now I knew she was more than simply one of the most dangerous animals in Africa with a strong herding instinct: she was also the mother of a newborn baby.


    Chris leaned over the tailgate of the Land Cruiser and, without showing too much of himself, managed to drop the calf onto the grass. Perfect, I thought, driving away as quickly as the terrain would allow; unfortunately it wasn’t fast enough to leave the calf behind. Having now bonded with its ‘captors’, and not wanting to be deserted again, the little calf hobbled after us bleating pathetically. Thankfully, it didn’t get far, stumbling headlong into some thick undergrowth and a small bushwillow, where it tripped and fell, halting its progress, but thankfully not the bleating.


    The big buffalo bulls closest to us had hardly started to move in our direction when, from within the main body of the herd, a buffalo cow came charging in, followed closely by a young heifer. The cow, obviously the calf’s mother, went straight in to rescue the baby buffalo from the tangle of undergrowth. Once done she gave the tiny calf a quick reassuring lick-cum-nuzzle, further proof that she had not deserted this calf of her own volition, then she spun around to face us. The look she gave us didn’t say ‘thank you for saving my baby’ – far from it – it was more a look that said ‘Bring it on!’ Knowing them as I do, I would not have expected anything less from a buffalo.


    African buffalo are neither endangered nor vulnerable; they don’t need our ‘help’. Truth be told, in relation to the available resources in our reserves, there are simply too many of them. So why bother saving one more, you may well ask … Why not allow nature to take its course? Dispassionately speaking, if this had been shown to be a totally natural situation, where man’s hand had no part or influence in what had occurred, then sure, we could have turned away coldly and allowed the fittest to survive. However, I can argue, with some conviction, that the predicament this calf found itself in was more likely to have been precipitated by man, to some degree, than by an entirely natural sequence of events.


    Prey species such as buffalo are always a little edgy in the vicinity of water holes. These focal points create perfect ambush settings; they are relatively small areas of mass congregation that can sometimes lead to confusion or panic, and predators know this. A buffalo cow giving birth or having just given birth is at her most vulnerable. So, being in the proximity of a water hole exacerbates the problem, and this is all the more reason for not only her but the whole herd to be jittery; it is at this time that even the smallest scare could cause a stampede.


    Once I’d seen the calf up close, it was clear in my mind that this apparently healthy animal had not simply been abandoned. This was later confirmed by the mother’s reaction when reunited with her calf. Yet still the question remained, why was it on its own? Were the buffalo ambushed when they came down to drink? Or could the predator’s strategy have been to coldly calculate and wait for the calf to be born, licked clean and up onto its feet before they attacked? These were just some of the questions that raised doubts about the predator hypothesis. It was highly unlikely that predators lying in ambush would exercise this degree of patience, and even if they had the calf or its mother, or indeed both, would have been taken shortly afterwards, while both were at their most vulnerable.


    I believe that there is a more probable scenario. Given that there were an unusually high number of visitors traversing the reserve at the time, there is every chance the already nervous herd could inadvertently have been stampeded by a game viewer. Whatever it was, there can be no doubt that pandemonium ensued when the buffalo herd stampeded. The resulting cloud of dust, kicked up by hundreds of thundering hooves, would have been enough to disorientate the newborn calf, causing separation from its mother in the confusion. According to RD Estes’ The Behavior Guide to African Mammals, buffalo mothers can be pulled in both directions, shuffling between the newborn calf and the herd. But sometimes the pull of the herd is stronger and young calves are abandoned.


    Folklore tells of the slave Androcles who removes a thorn from a wild lion’s paw. Years later he comes face to face with the same lion in a Roman arena; the lion recognises him immediately and instead of tearing him to pieces in front of the crowd, licks his hand. Needless to say, the Emperor spares both their lives …


    So maybe this was kismet … Maybe one day when I am charged by a buffalo and my rifle misfires, when certain death is imminent … Maybe out of the thick bush off to one side a huge buffalo bull will emerge, knocking the charging buffalo out of the way, saving my life … Maybe the bull will turn around, look at me over its huge glistening nostrils, give me a wink and bellow … ‘Now we’re even.’ … Maybe?


    … Yeah, right!

  


  
    WHAT’S IN A NAME?


    Fig Tree Grove: a rather innocuous sounding name. One that conjures up thoughts of a niche drenched in a kaleidoscope of dappled shade dancing a pas de deux with whatever rays of sunlight penetrate through the leaves. Or perhaps a peaceful glade tucked away in a secluded corner of a garden in some eastern Mediterranean country. Not quite the spot one would expect to find on the banks of a crocodile-infested river in a Big Five game reserve in southern Africa. But this is where shareholders of the reserve are able to park their game viewer in the shade of a grove of huge sycamore fig trees, so it makes perfect sense. Those so inclined can alight in relative safety, stretch their legs and amble down to the river’s edge a short distance away or simply enjoy a peaceful picnic off the beaten track.


    People are naturally drawn to water, so were it not for the danger from the omnipresent crocodiles and hippo a short distance away, most would kick off their shoes and wander around in the relatively cool shallows of the river. In light of these risks, wading the shallows gives way to simply strolling on the sandy floodplain, which nonetheless is pleasant respite from having endured the robust suspension of a game viewer for hours.


    Olifants River Game Reserve had received good rains that season, and although the bankside vegetation was particularly luxuriant, the receding river had left a narrow, ripple-lined stretch of tempting beach sand to walk on. None of the people alighting from the vehicle that day were under the age of 70; nevertheless, it was an easy walk and soon they were all making their way down the gentle slope to the stretch of sand.


    They’d only stepped out a few metres from the vehicle when a snort and the sound of what they initially thought was a hippo came from the luxuriant undergrowth. Thick green reeds and lush cocklebur bushes gave way, flattened in a swathe, as the broad boss and wide horns of a huge buffalo bull scythed through the vegetation. Bearing down on the front of the group, the buffalo homed in on the leader, who had the presence of mind to dive into the thick stand of cocklebur and escape. With its intended victim now out of sight, the buffalo chose someone else, turning on a slightly built lady who had never played scrum half in her life and so couldn’t dive out of its way with quite as much alacrity. Instead she stumbled in the soft sand and fell headlong into a narrow erosion gully, a fall that undoubtedly saved her life.


    Those who witnessed the sequence of events unfold a few metres in front of them vividly remember being horrified at the buffalo’s determination to get at the elderly lady lying in the ditch. It seemed to be fixated on her and no one else, sweeping its huge horns from side to side, trying to impale her. Fortunately, the bull’s horns being wider in spread than the ditch’s opening meant it couldn’t get the viciously pointed curves in deep enough. Luckily it did not try this lengthwise along the ditch, but instead went down onto its knees trying to pound down on her with its huge boss, also to no avail. All the while the buffalo completely ignored the desperate shouts and screams from the rest of the group. Eventually, after what seemed like long minutes, the now apparently exhausted animal gave up and slowly moved off.


    I was phoned shortly after the incident by shareholder Colin Mason who was evidently still in shock. Apart from the injured ribs sustained when he took the dive into the bush, Colin was unharmed and was able to relay the gist of the incident to me, the minutiae of which faded into grey noise. Expecting to hear the worst, all I could focus on was the good news that nobody had suffered any serious injury. Having narrowly escaped with my life after being attacked by a wounded buffalo 10 years previously, I knew how serious an attack from one of these powerful animals could be. African buffalo are arguably the most dangerous of Africa’s Big Five, and when one of them makes up its mind to charge you, nothing but its death or yours will stop it.


    Slowly I began to focus on what else Colin had to say. He went on to describe this particular buffalo to me in some detail. Admittedly, much of it could fit a number of cantankerous old buffalo known colloquially as ‘dagga boys’. These are invariably old buffalo bulls that form small bachelor groups or sometimes prefer their own company. All of them have one penchant in common: they enjoy wallowing in mud wallows, primarily for the cooling effect, but also for the clay-like consistency, which serves to encrust ectoparasites such as ticks that become embedded in their thick hides. Many of these are rubbed off later along with the dried mud, usually against boulders or tree trunks. These features are well chosen, for being the right height and shape, and with regular use become highly polished rubbing posts over time. However, when Colin mentioned that this particular buffalo had a huge swelling on its front left leg, I immediately recognised the individual he was referring to.


    This had been the third report of this buffalo’s belligerent behaviour in the last two months, but nothing to date had indicated this level of determined aggression. It had chased my road maintenance team, who were fortunate enough to have a tractor and trailer to climb onto and escape. Two weeks later one of our security staff escaped from this bull by climbing a tree; he then called in on his two-way radio and was summarily rescued. In neither instance did the buffalo hang around after the initial charge.


    There was no time to waste on doubtful speculation; I knew what needed to be done. Having made a quick call to the conservation authorities, whom I briefed on the situation and my probable intentions, I gathered all the gear I would need and drove straight to Fig Tree Grove. I was quickly able to verify the accuracy of Colin’s story by the scuff marks, footprints and tracks left in the soft sand. Then I picked up a single set of buffalo tracks and followed them up a gully into some really thick bush leading away from the river bank. As there were no other tracks, I was certain this was the bull in question.


    Although it is well known that buffalo, particularly old lone bulls, can be aggressive and are to be avoided at the best of times, unexpectedly walking into one happens to even the most cautious among us. Fortunately, in this scenario they are often as surprised as we are and run away most of the time. Unless wounded and relentlessly pursued, a buffalo will usually shy away from confrontation with humans. So for this buffalo to charge with dire intent, and for no apparent reason, when there were ample other options each time it came across people, was indeed unusual behaviour that needed to be investigated.


    The distinctive ‘natural growth’ on this particular buffalo’s left front knee was a result of brucellosis, a disease caused by the bacterium Brucella abortus. It had managed to live with this affliction for many years and, until recently, appeared unhindered by the swollen joint. However, I suspect that as the buffalo got older and infection began to set in, its aging system was finding it increasingly difficult to cope with sustained bacteria build-up. The buffalo began to lose condition, and the relentless pain it was suffering must have caused it to become aggressive, to the point where this animal now posed a serious threat to human life.


    The buffalo’s deterioration over the last few months was noticeable to the point where we were all expecting the lions to take it at any time, which although a natural end for old bulls like this, would have been a slow and painful death. But owing to this latest incident, given its propensity to attack without provocation, this buffalo could not be left to kill or injure anyone, nor indeed be allowed to suffer any more than he already had. Therefore I believed that the old bull should be taken out quickly and painlessly.


    Although my analysis culminating in this decisive action had taken some time, my strategy as usual was to get it over with as soon as possible. There was no one to call in for backup at such short notice; so, for the second time in my life, I would be hunting a buffalo on my own, without a second gun. A fleeting thought did prick my conscience: was I being impatient and arrogant, or plain stupid? If I was seriously injured or killed it would be hours before anyone came to look for me. However, in my mind, given the state the buffalo was in, I felt I had the advantage … I felt it was a calculated risk.


    It was long past midday now; the fig trees shielded the blazing sun overhead and drenched the grove in relatively cool shade. Yet I was sharply focused: this was no time to entertain any thoughts of a siesta to stave off the inevitable for the cooler part of the day. The sandy beach beyond the shady glade glared back in contrast, as if every tiny grain’s facets were reflecting the sunlight, creating a scene that belied the near tragedy there only a couple of hours ago. Reflexively, I slid a round into the chamber of my .416 Rigby rifle and moved out into the sunlight.


    It was easy to follow the old bull’s tracks, which headed up a steep-sided gulley away from the river. Besides being the only set of tracks, confirmation that I was on the right spoor was revealed every now and then by droplets of foul smelling pus left on the sand. What little movement of air there was drifted down onto me. This was comforting: being on my own without any backup, I did not need him to get wind of me and run – or worse, come charging at me out of the thicket.


    Having followed the tracks into the gully for a couple of hundred metres, I reached a point where the movement of air was minimal and the smell seemed to hang thick in the air. The buffalo was close; it was very close. And although I could smell the old bull, I still couldn’t see him or hear him. Climbing up and out of the steep-sided gully I was able to gain the advantage by looking down into it. Having gone about 25 metres, I saw the back of a buffalo sticking out of some thick bush: his head was down as if the weight of those huge horns was just too much to keep up, his breathing laboured and deep; I knew it was him. He was facing away from me, totally unaware that I was right behind him. Reaching down I found a small stone, which I tossed onto his rump. He spun around in an instant, as if stung by a wasp, and glared straight up at me, his glistening nostrils flared. I took aim and squeezed the trigger. In the next instant the old bull was no longer in any pain.


    Closer examination of the buffalo’s foreleg showed that a gangrenous growth had developed around the cyst, which had burst in places and spewed pus each time he moved or tried to bend his leg. As the growth grew larger and larger it must have reached the point where he could no longer tolerate the pain. Little wonder he had such a dangerously short temper.


    I took a couple of photos for the record, then using my knife, I opened the carcass where it lay. This would enable larger scavengers and myriad other organisms to utilise it and gain maximum benefit from its death.

  


  
    BIG CATS OF OLIFANTS


    ‘Spectacular’ best describes the view from Sunset Plains: it never fails to impress. Today’s scene at the most popular sundowner venue on the reserve was a veritable slice out of the Ngorongoro Crater cake. Oblivious of our presence, herds of wildebeest kicked up clouds of fine grey dust as they sandbathed in the flattened remains of ancient termite mounds. Zebra, impala and giraffe completed the mosaic that spread out before us. Stretching across the width of the plains and all the way to the horizon, their individual markings faded against a burnt-orange backdrop as the sun dipped behind the mountains, unmistakable forms that became familiar silhouettes. Two black-backed jackals scampered across in front of us without a sideways glance, clearly on a mission. I remember wondering where they were off to in such a hurry. All around us there was a hub of activity; everything was playing its part in preparation, in readiness for nightfall. It was awesome in every sense of the word.


    We felt accepted as part of the scene, privileged to be in their company, which was clearly of the highest calibre. Come to think of it, the shareholders who had gathered around to share sundowners with us weren’t too shabby either. For some, there is little to beat the crispness and promise of early dawn; for others, the bush at night exposes an exciting new dimension; for me, late afternoon to sundown has always been my favourite time of the day. But all good things come to an end, so with the onset of darkness we reluctantly packed up our respective coolers, said our goodbyes and headed home.


    Meagan and I took the less-travelled route under the pylons, easing the Land Cruiser into third gear, driving slowly so as not to stir up too much dust for those following in open vehicles. We hadn’t driven more than a few hundred metres when the radio crackled. Those shareholders who had taken the other route had come across a pride of 13 lions moving in to where we had stood sipping gin and tonics minutes before. Patient and well mannered, the lions had possibly waited for us to move off before homing in on the bounty milling about only a couple of hundred metres away. Only the jackals I’d seen earlier had an inkling of their proximity. For a jackal, knowing where the lions were often meant the prospect of leftovers from a possible kill. It was just one of their cunning survival strategies; lions amid so much prey meant there was an excellent chance something would go down that night.


    What a thrilling end to the day!


    There is little that excites a visitor to Africa more than a pride of lions on the hunt. And though this is undoubtedly a scenario that takes some beating, there have been times when being impressed didn’t revolve around seeing lions. In fact, our reserve’s very existence owes much to another big cat. Somewhat more elusive and enigmatic than lions, leopards nevertheless occur here in good numbers, but, owing to their solitary habits, are not seen nearly so frequently.


    Back in the late eighties the developers of Olifants River Game Reserve needed more than delusional optimism to realise their dream. As pragmatists they knew that vision alone was not going to do it. They had to convince the local bank manager of the reserve’s potential in order to facilitate the substantial bank loan needed to get the development ball rolling. However, the timing could not have been worse for their sales spiel – not only was the bush wearing its winter coat, which caused the railway and power lines to stand out like pimples on a pasty face, but most of the roads were in desperate need of repair and a succession of low rainfall years had taken its toll on wildlife numbers. Needless to say, the game drive was unconvincing, yielding very little for the hours spent bumbling around in the heat that morning. In a desperate last-ditch effort, it was decided to have one last look at a small water hole en route to returning for a late brunch.


    At first they must have thought their eyes were playing tricks on them. That perhaps, like the illusion of water created by a heat mirage in the desert to a thirsty person, here was an image of something just as desperately needed. Only this was no shimmering mirage. As the dust settled, everything sharpened into focus, emphasising its reality. Against the far earth wall, in the dappled shade of an overhanging bush, lay a huge male leopard. Although nobody had told the bank manager what a privilege it was to see one, or how infrequently one comes across these elusive cats, he must have known. Later he admitted that seeing that leopard, which appeared so utterly at home and content, was what swung him round.


    To reiterate that leopard sightings are a rarity to be cherished, a prominent founder shareholder of the reserve had to wait 15 years before spotting his first leopard. Not that they were particularly scarce during those early years, rather I suspect it took a while for these wary felines to realise that approaching game viewers meant them no harm, and that there was no need to hide or slink away whenever they saw or heard one approach, which was something these shy cats invariably did, particularly when a second vehicle approached the sighting.


    I am often asked how many leopards I think occur on Olifants … Well, here’s my answer – though I must add, it is not given without a good measure of extrapolation and thought, taking scientific population censuses from studies done in areas with similar habitats and prey densities into account. Personal observations and recorded sightings by shareholders over the last 23 years were tallied, as well as unofficial reports from our field rangers and farm hands. Based on a judicious compilation of the above, and personal gut feel, my conservative estimate is that that there are somewhere between 18 and 24 leopards on Olifants – or broadly speaking, for the Balule Reserve, one leopard for every 500 hectares. Taking the overlapping nature of male leopards’ territories into account would increase the number a little. I would err on the high side, as I believe there are usually more leopards about than we suspect, as the following study illustrates.


    Owing to an upsurge of incidents involving leopards in the staff village of Skukuza, the Kruger National Park’s largest camp, an in-depth scientific study of the status of leopards in the area was called for. Results from collaring and subsequent monitoring revealed there were many more leopards than anyone had previously thought. In fact, the study revealed that over 30 leopards called this camp and its immediate environs home! Not surprising when one understands a little more about the predator–prey relationship in this scenario. The dense acacia bushveld and lush riparian habitat around Skukuza supports high numbers of impala, the primary prey species of leopards in the Lowveld. However, there can be no doubt that these already ideal conditions were boosted by resident staff, whose domestic pets, refuse dumps and leafy gardens created additional prey and more hunting opportunities.


    ‘Adaptable’ has to be this species’ middle name. As the Skukuza study discovered, many leopards can live in a relatively small area provided there is a plethora of prey. This was revealed when rangers at Mala Mala Game Reserve, well known for its abundant game, recorded a simultaneous viewing of eight different leopards at different localities across the reserve! Studies in the Lowveld area have also revealed that male leopards weighing over 75 kilograms are not uncommon and specimens approaching 85 kilograms have been recorded, with an exceptional brute weighing over 90 kilograms recorded in the Gravelotte area. It is clear, then, that if a system can provide a leopard’s needs, they will thrive – not only in numbers but in size.


    On the other extreme, leopards found in the Middle East – eking out an existence in the highlands of Iran and Pakistan – are small: an average adult male only weighs around 25 kilograms. Owing to the scarcity of prey and persecution by stock farmers, population studies of these mountain-dwelling leopards also reveal a much lower density-to-area ratio than that of their bushveld–savanna cousins. Apparently those in the Western Cape fare a little better: although life is tough, they appear to be coping well and adult males can weigh up to 40 kilograms. And how fantastically adapted to its environment is my personal favourite, the snow leopard?


    Without really trying, but by virtue of their perfect design and stealthy demeanour, leopards blend naturally into the bushveld background. When a leopard decides it doesn’t want to be seen, it simply disappears, effortlessly merging with the surroundings and melting into the bush. Besides owning the night, leopards are loners – naturally secretive and relatively quiet – so their position and movements are far less predictable than those of lions, for example; as a result, they’re not as frequently seen on game drives. Despite this, it has become apparent that the ‘world view’ among the leopard population on Olifants Game Reserve is changing, and an increasing number of people are seeing leopards each time they visit the reserve. Most importantly, more and more leopards are being reported behaving as naturally as can be expected. Sightings are more often than not of a reasonable duration, and game viewers filled with wide-eyed people look on in awe as kills are made, or mating leopards go about it without embarrassment. There are also reports of leopards relaxed enough to doze off in close proximity to the vehicles …Wow!


    Lions, on the other hand, are not only more visible, they’re also social and vocal, and therefore more predictable. One is able to locate them by homing in on their roars and, more frequently, by tracking their spoor. For example, it is much easier to track a pride of noisy lions leaving a couple of dozen paw prints than it is to pick up evidence of a single stealthy leopard. A leopard’s print is much smaller and, being a considerably lighter animal, its pad impressions are fainter. Also leopards don’t advertise their kills to airborne scavengers, as lions inadvertently do (usually a dead giveaway as to their whereabouts).


    Unlike leopards, when lions are displaced by incoming males the shifts can be quite disruptive. Invariably there is noticeable drama, usually followed by the death of any cubs and younger lions that get in the way of the new males. When three interloper males moved in from the Klaserie Nature Reserve, they stamped their authority by killing one of the males and a dominant female of the resident Olifants pride. (As it happens, this pride had never quite gelled as a family unit. Not only was its cohesive structure plagued by a suspected cub killer within its ranks, but earlier that year one of the coalition males was killed by a speeding train.) Outnumbered three to one, the remaining male led the rest of the pride’s breeding females and subadults away from their territory to where they hoped to find refuge. A few crossed the causeway onto Olifants North, and yet others moved from the frying pan into the fire by leaving the reserve and crossing the Olifants River onto state-owned land known as Doreen, where they were at the mercy of trophy hunters and poachers.


    Knowing such violent takeovers to be a natural part of lion ecology, we all hoped that the new males, already dubbed ‘The Three Musketeers’, would woo the females and establish a pride once the dust had settled. Alas, due to their relative youth and inexperience, this did not materialise. Vocal as they were in victory, their defiant roars soon fell silent, and the deep spoor they left in the soft sand blew away in the wind, not to be seen again on Olifants for a long time.


    Shareholders on Olifants build up an intimate rapport with the lions on the reserve, and those lions they had become accustomed to, and that had become accustomed to them, were now gone. It goes without saying they were missed, and besides those that settled on Olifants North, which were seen regularly, there were only sporadic sightings of lions south of the river. But this is the social ecology of lions, which adds to the aura of these magnificent big cats.


    So, how many lions are there on Olifants at the moment? Until recently we’d pinned our hopes on the two mothers and their eight cubs in the Palm Loop as the nucleus of a new pride. However, since then we have confirmed there are at least 21 lions on the reserve. Recently, two prides totalling 19 lions were seen on a drive. The ‘Lisbon Pride’ was seen at one of the main water holes in the east of the reserve. An hour later, some six or seven kilometres away, the ‘Palm Loop Pride’ was located at the reserve’s largest water hole, Hide Dam, by the same vehicle. Hold that thought …


    Minus one! As I pen this chapter, my field rangers have just called in on the two-way radio to say they have found a large male lion that has been killed by other lions. The unfortunate interloper was caught in an area on the Palm Loop not too far from where most of the reserve’s cubs are born. He could not have chosen a more likely spot to get challenged by territorial males. Driving through to the scene, I came across the two huge males in a stand of wild sage bush close by. These were undoubtedly the pride males that had killed him.


    Fortunately, being part of an open system means we’re able to absorb the dynamism of pride reshuffling. I had a feeling the situation wouldn’t last too long, and I’m pleased to say stability has been restored as predicted. Regular sightings of lions frequenting their old haunts have been reported. Both the lions and the reserve’s shareholders appear content. For the moment, that is.


    Cheetah sightings are becoming a rare event on the reserve. And I suspect for a host of environmental factors, not least the high number of lions and leopards resident in the area. Admittedly, although I have never known these nomadic predators to be plentiful on the reserve, it has been my general observation in the Lowveld that when lions are around, cheetahs make themselves scarce. Even though the ample clearings and abundant impala in our area make for both ideal prey and perfect hunting conditions, Olifants has never been known to have cheetah stay for any length of time. Records of cheetah being killed by leopards and lions on Olifants over the years seem to support my suspicions.


    Notwithstanding the scarcity of cheetah, and as if in ironic defiance of their past status on the reserve, there have been two confirmed sightings of the rare mutation known as ‘king’ cheetah in the last 15 years. The first one seen on Olifants was spotted by one of our directors at the time, Dr Melvyn Greenberg, in 1994. The second was photographed by a shareholder, Andrew Ochse, in 2004. However, it was later revealed that this particular individual was lured through our southern fence onto a neighbouring property. At the time this game farm had a tame female cheetah, which I suspect was used to entice the wild king cheetah. It was then promptly captured and sold on.


    King cheetah have unique markings, like fingerprints – as do all other spotted cats. A simple photo of any side can positively identify and distinguish an individual, as indeed we were able to do with the second king. However, once through a fence onto someone else’s land, unless microchipped, legal ownership can no longer be claimed. I believe the unfortunate animal spent the rest of its life in an enclosure at a well-known local game ranch in Hoedspruit as part of their ‘cheetah breeding programme’. According to researchers and staff at the centre, which I visited recently, there are no known king cheetah in the wild. I wonder why …


    Taking into account feedback from wardens in the neighbouring regions of Balule, as well as records of known individuals seen on Olifants, I guess there are probably fewer than 10 cheetah in the greater area of Balule Nature Reserve. Considering the size of the reserve, these are relatively low numbers (which do fluctuate from time to time), and from my observations, their population has remained unimproved – or rather, should I say, marginal – for the last 23 years. Cheetah are great wanderers, capable of covering huge areas, so it will always remain an unexpected and memorable privilege when we do see them from time to time, as I recently did. Usually the visits are fleeting and these beautiful animals move on before you really get to know them.


    Understandably, the following story would fall into the category of ‘highly improbable’ and were it not for the witness present at the time, and subsequent confirmation by a number of shareholders on the reserve, I would have been more circumspect about sharing it with you.


    As one of my duties as reserve manager, I am occasionally called upon to shoot an impala or two to supplement staff rations. When I do so, I am extremely selective and will not harvest an animal from a breeding herd or when there are other species in the vicinity. To this end I prefer to shoot lone rams or select from small bachelor groups of a few individuals. That way, in my crazy reckoning, there’s ‘nobody’ left or, at worst, only a couple of witnesses left to tell any other impala of the murderous man and his rifle.


    To help me spot and load on this day, I took one of my field rangers, Adam Ngobeni, along with me. It was already mid-morning by the time we’d sighted-in the rifle and headed out. This is one time that I focus on getting all the detail right; there’s no rush when I take on this unenviable task. Being methodical and deliberate minimises the chance of a mistake or wounding an animal. With Adam standing on the back, I drove slowly, making my way to the relatively open plains area of the reserve known to be frequented by impala.


    It was beginning to get warm and most of the plains game had already moved off the clearings into the shade. But it wasn’t long before a tap on the cab indicated Adam had spotted some impala. He pointed to a couple of rams about a hundred metres off to our left. They were slowly walking away from us through the open grassland towards the thick bush on the edge of the clearing. I turned in and stopped the vehicle. In the time it took me to set up for a shot, the first ram had already disappeared from view into thick bush. I quickly shifted my focus to the second ram, the crosshairs of the telescopic sight settling on him as he stopped momentarily on the edge of the bush. The impala collapsed dead at the shot.


    I started the vehicle and drove in carefully through the thick grass. Adam jumped off as I stopped to turn the vehicle around and facilitate loading the carcass. Looking behind as I began to reverse, I could see he’d already opened the tailgate and a moment later was standing on the back of the vehicle holding the impala carcass by its horns waiting for me to come around and help him lift it into the back, as was our routine method.


    Leaving the engine running, I opened my door and climbed out, only to find myself face-to-face with a huge male cheetah standing next to the vehicle! Neither of us moved. We stood there looking at each other, the door open and my left hand still on the steering wheel. At that point the cheetah was less than two metres away from the side of the vehicle.


    Remarkably, the cheetah didn’t utter a sound: there was no spitting, no growling, nothing! Instead its gaze shifted to the load body of the Land Cruiser, where it appeared to be totally focused on the dead impala Adam was clutching. Naturally I pulled myself back into the driver’s cab, at which point the cheetah slowly moved around to the open tailgate. And although its tail was curled tightly between its legs there were no other outward signs of stress … It had still not uttered a sound!


    I craned my neck around through the sliding cab window and could see Adam was just as bemused as I was. ‘I think he is very hungry,’ Adam said.


    The cheetah stood there craning its neck, almost touching the impala’s rear end with its nose, its big brown eyes fixed on Adam holding the horns. ‘OK, drop it for him; we can get another,’ I said.


    With that, Adam let go of the impala, which was immediately seized by the cheetah as it hit the ground. An impala ram can weigh upwards of 75 kilograms, so it was all the cheetah could do to drag it the short distance into the shade of the bush close by. Besides the thump as the carcass fell to the ground, there was nothing heard; the cheetah had still not made a sound!


    As we drove away, I made a general announcement on the two-way radio that there was a ‘cheetah on a kill’ and gave the location. Needless to say, the response to my white lie was overwhelming, and the viewing much enjoyed. One of our directors, Glen Forsdyke, was the first on the scene. It was only later, in private conversation, that I was able to explain to him exactly what had happened. The story has since become general knowledge among the staff and shareholders alike. However, I suspect there are some who will remain dubious and think that Adam and I may have spent a little too much time in the sun. Yet others have even asked to sample some of the ‘stuff’ they are convinced we must have been smoking at the time!


    I am sceptical of giving human attributes to animals, particularly wild animals. So my immediate suspicion was that this cheetah was an escapee from a safari park or ‘breeding project’ or, at the very least, a research subject that had somehow thrown its tracking collar and wandered into our reserve. I was convinced this was a cheetah that had somehow lost its instinctive fear of man, a cheetah that had been fed by man at some stage, possibly even off the back of a vehicle. A suspicion not based on conjecture.


    Rewinding nearly 38 years brought back vivid recollections of when I was a young ranger working at Thornybush Game Reserve. I was placed in charge of the care and regular feeding of 12 cheetah, which the reserve housed in a 100-hectare enclosure at the time. Originally from Namibia, they’d been captured in the domestic stock farming areas, where they were classified as stock-damaging wild animals, vermin doomed to be destroyed or relocated to private safari parks or game reserves.


    Having spent a year with these cheetah I naturally got to know each one individually and in turn they got to know me, becoming more and more tolerant of my presence. After a while most of them would allow you to watch from a safe distance while they fed. However, despite this taciturn acceptance, they never let me forget they were wild animals; there were invariably the accompanying spitting, snarling, threatening displays and hunched-back prancing from a few at the outset until they settled down. Most of them would allow you closer as time passed, but you could not get away without at least being snarled at. I remember one female in particular, named Pumani. This cheetah remained as skittish as the day she arrived and never allowed me or anyone else to get close. She never fed in anyone’s presence and she never ‘tamed down’.


    Numerous phone calls and intensive investigation followed this extremely unusual scenario that Adam and I were witness to. However, no one could throw any light on the cheetah, and nobody claimed to have had a similar experience either. Given my rudimentary knowledge of the animal, gleaned from having worked closely with a dozen wild cheetah in a captive situation, I was puzzled by this one’s behaviour, to say the least. I have since given this unusual interaction some thought, and the following is my layman’s hypothesis.


    Cheetah don’t reach this size and age in the wild unless they know how to survive, so clearly this animal was an experienced hunter. Also, there was no faint smoothness or indentation on his neck hair that would have revealed he had worn a collar that had been recently thrown. This was not an escaped, domestic or a semi-habituated cheetah. So I suspect he had been lining up these two impala earlier and was preparing to attack when we happened on the scene. Then he must have watched in utter despair as the two rams, unaware of his strategic stalk, walked away from our vehicle’s clumsy approach and headed for the relative safety of the bush. The cheetah saw as the front impala disappeared into the thicket and then, shortly after that, must have seen the second impala disappear into the grass as it fell to my bullet. However, the rifle is silenced so there was little to distract his attention from his fixation on the impala … In his mind, that impala had tripped and collapsed, an opportunity not to be missed as a predator. But instead we unceremoniously helped ourselves to his impala! What a cheek, he must have thought, and then ambled in cautiously. I know little of the social behaviour and body language of cheetah, but it was apparent from his demeanour, particularly the way he held his tail tucked between his legs, an attitude that showed he was gutsy, that there was no aggressive intent. This was not a contest; he wanted no fight. He simply came in to quietly and calmly claim what was rightfully his.


    For a few weeks after our surreal encounter, reports of regular sightings of this cheetah were received. As I’d surmised, all indications were he was indeed an excellent hunter, as he was seen by shareholders making a number of kills, including a yearling wildebeest calf. The latest reports of this cheetah indicate he’s still around and has moved on to the west of Balule … possibly in search of female companionship.
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