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      I’ve had a wonderful life and a great career, spent almost entirely with animals. This book focuses on two amazing periods in my life when I was travelling around Uganda, Kenya and Sudan to collect wild animals. I was far from academic, but I was very dedicated and always keen to get things right.

      Looking back, I feel very lucky, privileged, to have had the career I’ve had, which was very unusual for someone from my background at that time.

      I’d like to thank the people in my life that made it all happen, angels and devils alike.

      This book is primarily for my family: my mother, father, my five brothers, my daughter, Rebecca and my grandson, Henry and, of course, not forgetting the long-suffering wives.

      I have thrived on all of the strength and love they have always provided as my family.

      My thanks to all associated with this book, for those mentioned within it. Terry Chivers, Brian Vidor and Kit Thackeray – thank you for allowing me to print your personal photos. Special thanks to Ann Olivercrona for filling in the blanks, enabling me to complete my story.

      Ruth Martin, special thanks for the inspirational guidance throughout my writing of this book. You made it a pleasure.
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      I was employed in Woburn Safari Park in Bedfordshire in England, where I cared for a variety of exotic wild animal species. In January 1974, I was lucky enough to be asked to join the capture team in East Africa, and they wanted me out there very quickly. We were to go out to rural Uganda to capture various animal species for transportation to zoos in the UK, Europe and the USA.

      It was all a bit of a whirlwind departure, really, with so much to do before I left. My GP was very helpful, vaccinating me against cholera and typhoid, booking me an appointment in Northampton so I could get a yellow fever vaccination, and organising anti-malaria pills for me. I couldn’t leave without all of that mandatory and recommended protection.

      A work colleague, who was also being sent out of the country, travelled to Peterborough to get passports for us, while I travelled to London to get a Uganda visa from the high commission, and to collect my air ticket.

      Then it was time to leave! Well, culture shock! Wow! Everything was new. On my first flight, I was jammed into an East African Airways VC10 charter flight alongside mostly Asian people, many of whom had no doubt been expelled from Uganda by Idi Amin, and were now travelling out to Kenya to visit family and friends there.

      I was a novice flyer, and I think I was in shock for most of the journey. The airport had been completely chaotic; I was knocked, pushed and all but trampled underfoot, as people jostled for position and seating, and generally tried to confuse the airline staff to get excess baggage through at no extra costs.

      The guy sitting next to me seemed to be something of a contortionist; he managed to get his foot up onto his lap, and proceeded to pick hard skin from the bottom of his foot. An incredible (and slightly disgusting) achievement, especially when we were so tightly packed in on the plane.

      I was crushed into a window seat, hampered by a parka anorak I’d worn against the atrocious weather conditions in England that night. At take-off, we were battered by strong, gale-force winds – very unnerving for me, so new to flying. I was actually terrified, and gripped the seat with my hands, legs and buttocks, and then, after those few seconds of weightlessness as the plane lifted off, I sank down into my seat again. The journey passed slowly; the bedlam of the airport continued on board, with virtually everyone demanding the attention of the air crew for drinks, and so on.

      It took me a long time to settle down, but I was now on my way, going on the trip of a lifetime and heading to countries I had long wanted to see. I had no idea of what to expect when I got there, I just had a romantic vision in my head. I took no food or drink for the whole trip, as I was afraid to spend any money. I’d only been given twenty-five pounds (sterling) for my estimated three-month trip (about one week’s wages), and I wanted to save my cash.

      We flew through the night to Nairobi, with just one fuel stop in Tripoli in Libya. My view from the plane as it got light was of what appeared to be near desert. Then, amid much commotion, we were circling to land. I was so relieved.

      As the doors opened and we poured out of the plane in Nairobi, I could feel and smell the heat, with a mixture of smoke or charcoal. As a completely novice traveller, I found myself in Nairobi Airport for the whole day as my flight on to Uganda didn’t leave until seven in the evening. I was also hampered with not only my anorak, but also a huge suitcase as well – I didn’t know I could have checked my luggage straight through to Uganda from London. One of my first lessons learnt.

      I spent my time in the airport, people-watching. I watched a very disgruntled American couple, obviously having flight problems; the man was despatched several times to the ticketing office, attempting to rectify their problem, changing flights, airlines or whatever, and each time he looked more and more reluctant to return to convey his non-achievements to a very unhappy-looking wife!

      I also watched two men, one of whom was a policeman with a gun, greet each other and then hold hands, smile and laugh together, as they swung their arms. It was a very new experience for me, and it made me wonder what I had actually come to.

      Eventually, the time came to check in and go through to departures, ready to board the flight to Entebbe. As we sauntered along, the guy next to me started to talk. He was in Kenya on business, he said, and thought he would go down to Uganda simply to say he’d been there. I said, “I’m not a happy flyer; I would only fly if I had to.”

      “Oh, flying never bothers me. I’ve flown thousands of miles, with never a care,” he said.

      I kept quiet, steeling myself for the impending flight and trying not to look scared stiff. Thankfully, I would soon be on board and free from my newfound friend and alone with my thoughts. But no, you’ve guessed it: I had the aisle seat and he had the middle one, next to me. He babbled on and on, and I just stayed with my own thoughts as we taxied out, ready for take-off.

      It felt much like my earlier flight, but although this was a smaller DC9 plane, we had much more room. The engines revved and off we went, faster and faster down the runway. Again, I gripped my seat with every part of me, waiting for the plane to lift. I tried to hang onto my stomach as we went skywards, but oh no! My face was slammed into the back of the seat in front of me, and my newfound friend (you know, the confident, blasé flyer with never a care) shouted, “Oh my God! Now he’s done it!”

      With engines thrown into reverse, it was difficult trying to prise myself from the seat in front of me. Through a window, I could see the little marker posts that lined the runway flashing past, and I feared we would run out of runway. Newspaper headlines were flashing through my mind, yet I was somehow too scared to be afraid. Then, with much juddering of the plane, all seemed under control again and we slowed quite quickly to a stop.

      My so-called friend had now regained his composure, and said, “Oh well, no doubt we will be here for the next half hour while things get checked out.” (He knew everything, of course.)

      We continued to taxi and eventually came to a stop. It was very dark outside from what I could see, with very few lights at all.

      “Will we have to get off, do you think?” I asked my neighbour.

      “No, we’ll just sit while they do checks,” he said.

      Wrong again – we were about to take off again. The engines started revving, getting louder and louder, and juddering even more as we gathered speed. Not a murmur from the passengers could be heard as we rushed into the darkness. On we travelled, with no-one daring to draw breath until, once again, I found myself slammed into the back of the seat in front of me, watching as the runway marker posts flashed past. I had nothing more to grip with, every muscle in my body, from my buttocks to neck, felt strained and exhausted. Once the plane came under control again, it did taxi back to the terminal for the engineers to make checks.

      We all waited on board and, after about thirty minutes, we were again taxiing down to the end of the runway where we just seemed to sit for what felt like an age before the engines roared again. Once more, we waited with bated breath as we travelled faster and faster, with more expectation of abortion than of becoming airborne. But the nose came up, my belly dropped, and slowly we climbed into the air. By the time we had levelled out, and the hostesses were up and starting to serve passengers, we all started to relax a little for the hour-long flight.

      This was a much nicer flight; there were no ringing bells and it was extremely quiet compared with the last flight. Well, I started to think, perhaps flying isn’t so bad after all.

      I spoke too soon! The plane dropped, maybe a thousand feet, I don’t know, and I was off my seat with my belt straining tightly at my waist. I held my breath. Women screamed, kids started crying, crockery crashed at the back of the plane as, again and again, we kept dropping. The air hostesses were sprawled in the aisles, clinging to seats, with legs very much akimbo. The public address system babbled indiscernible words, the lights dimmed, and we began to climb quite sharply again. I could see flashes of lightning as the plane banked left and right.

      As the air hostesses scrambled to find their seats, we began to climb sharply again. I had no idea what was happening; it seemed like the pilot was trying to avoid a storm by continually climbing and banking. We dropped again and, once more, my friend sitting next to me was struck dumb. After what seemed like an age, the plane levelled out and the air hostesses resumed their normal duties such as they could, complete with scrapes and grazed arms and legs, and signs of blood coming through stockings. (I knew they were stockings rather than tights, as I’d had a very close-up view of a lot more than stocking tops during our turbulent moments.)

      The only thing everyone wanted to do now was to get off this plane. Thankfully, the rest of the journey remained uneventful, even though I kept expecting more scares. When we eventually touched down, I thought, well, I wasn’t due to die tonight!
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      From the plane, we made our way across the asphalt towards the airport building, where there was a long queue waiting to enter. It was very warm. When I got inside and approached the desk, I could see my boss, Richard Chipperfield, standing to one side. When he saw me, he gesticulated for me to hurry up.

      “Come on as quick as you can, we’ve got a long trip ahead!” he mouthed.

      Well, there was little I could do other than wait my turn.

      It was quite a relief to see a familiar face and a weight lifted for me, somehow. Richard was our Managing Director back at Woburn Safari Park, and I had spent the odd period of time with him during the building of the park. He was a good boss but he never stopped; he needed to be on the go and achieving all the time. Seeing him dashing around even at the airport reinforced that this was not going to be anything like a holiday trip.

      “See you outside!” he shouted, and disappeared.

      As I expected, he wasn’t hanging about.

      I got to the immigration desk and a very officious-looking man glared at me, stamped my passport and, with a flick of his head, let me know I should move on. I did, following other passengers to the customs shed (quite aptly named), which was also the baggage collection area. There were piles of baggage and you just had to sort through the suitcases and bags to find your own. Fortunately, I spotted mine quite quickly, grabbed it and shuffled along to another counter.

      This one was basically a trestle table, with customs officials standing behind it, checking bags and generally giving everybody quite a grilling. When it was my turn, the young officer smiled at me and asked me how much cash I was carrying. My answer put another smile on his face, even raised something of a chuckle, to say the least. I only had that twenty-five pounds on me, along with my three-month visa. I guess it must have been quite funny to him, when I think about it now!

      I saw the Boss again, heading back out to the immigration area. The customs official stamped a piece of paper, handed it to me and, as he told me I was free to go, the Boss appeared again. I trailed behind him through the terminal, which was more like a barn than an airport terminal, and out to what appeared to be the drop-off circle outside the building. He grabbed my bag and threw it onto the back of a green pick-up.

      “Hop in!” he said.

      As I climbed in, he said, “Where is that bloody boy now? Chasing a woman, I bet!”

      He shouted something out of the window and someone climbed onto the truck, and we zoomed off into the night. Wow! It was a quarter to ten, and we were more than an hour late.

      “I dropped my bloody passport when I went to look for you,” Richard told me. “Luckily someone had handed it to an immigration officer.”

      Well, I thought, at least that took the pressure off me while I was going through the customs and immigration formalities.

      “You’re lucky I came round this way today and got the message that you were arriving. I was in Karamoja and thought I’d come by and see if there was any post and I found the message about your arrival. So it’s only by chance that I’m here, but I’ve been hanging around here all bloody day.”

      What I would have done if he hadn’t been there to meet me doesn’t bear thinking about. I had been given no instructions about what to do if that had happened; in truth, no-one sending me out to Uganda would have known what to tell me to do anyway.

      I was now at the end of my journey, and at the start of this whole new African adventure. I suddenly realised how tired I felt – it had been some forty hours since I’d slept and, for the first time, I now felt I could relax a little. I tried to stay awake and stay in the conversation with Richard, but I failed. I would rally every so often to try and be sociable but I just couldn’t keep my eyes open. I was aware we’d headed out of Entebbe towards the capital, Kampala, and then we’d begun trekking north.

      “This is camel country,” I remember hearing the Boss say, and then nothing until he started shouting again. But that was just him chatting with the guy on the back of the truck. I was aware at one point of him reversing a little and then turning sharp left onto a track that was little more than wheel-marks through the grass.

      “Almost there,” he told me.

      Now awake, I watched the track, which seemed to go on forever, and I became quite mesmerised by the long grass in the headlights. Suddenly, I saw little lights coming into view and then we were coming to a stop.

      “That’s it, Pete, this is home!” Richard told me, as he jumped out of the vehicle and began shouting once more.

      I climbed out of the truck and just stood, while Richard babbled on, nothing much of which I understood. I just stood there in shock, really; there was nothing to do but just stand. I knew nothing of where exactly I was, or what to expect. I had no knowledge of the role I would play out there either.

      I would have loved to have been able to drop into bed somewhere but I just had to stand and wait. Then, through the shadows, a guy emerged and said, “I had given up on you tonight.”

      “Pete, this is Charlie,” Richard said and, as a female appeared out of the darkness, added, “Well, hello, this is Ann, Pete.”

      I’d never met Charlie Harris, but I had heard of him, as he was Chief Game Warden at Blair Drummond Safari Park in Scotland. I didn’t know anything about Ann Olivecrona at all and, I have to say, I had little interest in finding out anything about anyone at that stage! All I wanted to know was when I could get to bed.

      Hellos and introductions all done, the tea was brought round and I grabbed a cup of tea, the first drink I’d had for almost two days. The banter between Richard and the others continued, and everyone seemed happy to stand around drinking tea in virtual darkness, while I just longed for my bed. Nothing that was being said had any meaning for me. When Richard declared it was time for bed, I thought, great. At last.

      “Pete, me and Charlie are in here,” Richard said, pointing to a tent-type building. “You had better go and sleep with Ann.”

      “Come on,” said Ann, and I dutifully followed her into the darkness.

      Richard called out, “Up for 5am, Pete!”

      I had had literally no idea of what sleeping quarters to expect – life was a complete mystery for me at that point. Ann could have directed me to a hole in the ground, and I would have been happy as long as I could lie down and sleep.

      There was another tent-type building with a hurricane lamp on it, and I followed Ann as she walked through the entrance into it.

      “That’s your bed there,” she said. I think she wanted to clarify the situation in case I’d thought about taking Richard’s words literally.

      From the light of the hurricane lamp, I could see there were two camp beds opposite each other, about two feet apart, but other than that the rest of the area was in darkness. While I was trying to work out where to put my case, Ann jumped into her bed and lay there, with her head propped on her arm, ready for a chat. She wanted to know who I was, where I worked and for how long, and I suddenly began to feel very self-conscious, standing no more than two feet from this unknown female and needing to undress for bed.

      “What about the lamp?” I asked.

      “That stays on,” she said.

      Bugger! I was extremely tired, so I threw all my inhibitions to the wind, stripped to my underpants, and dropped into bed. Ann carried on talking, goodness knows for how long before she realised I was zonked and out for the count.

      It didn’t really sink in at the time, but I had arrived in Africa.
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      The din! What the hell? I was being dragged kicking and screaming from my dead sleep and I wasn’t at all happy. It seemed to go on and on as I slowly surfaced and opened my eyes. Wow! I jerked my head back and I desperately tried to come to terms with where I was and what the hell I was doing there.

      As my eyes focussed, I found I was looking at a girl staring back at me from just two feet away. She spoke loudly above the dreadful din outside.

      “There’s tea there,” she said in her strong Wiltshire accent, and nodded towards the ground.

      Ann was Swedish and, I later discovered, had gone to work at Longleat Safari Park a couple of years earlier. Her English was very good – in many ways better than mine – but the pronounced Wiltshire accent coming from a Swedish person really amused me.

      Oh yes, it all started coming back to me. Ann didn’t appear to have moved from last night – she was still lying in bed, with her head on her hand, and she was still staring at me. I reached down to the floor, picked up my cup of tea and took a sip.

      Wow, that was good! Apart from the tea I had when we’d arrived the night before, this was the only liquid to pass my lips since the cuppa I’d had before leaving home in England, which now seemed like days ago.

      “I think you’re going catching this morning,” Ann shouted, and nodded towards the door.

      I looked out as the Boss looked in. He was sitting on top of a big truck.

      “Oh good,” he said, when he saw me awake. “Are you coming catching this morning are you going to lie in bed all bloody day?”

      Well, that was me up! I leapt out of bed to great cheers from the truck. I looked up and saw the truck was carrying a number of African guys and they were all shouting something in my direction, which was clearly amusing the Boss. I grabbed my case, a large black holdall, threw it on the bed and started rummaging through it. Well, I’d packed it quite nicely but obviously with all the wrong gear, it would seem.

      “What the hell am I going to wear?” I said.

      “Shorts, if you have them,” came the reply from the bed opposite me.

      “Well I don’t”, I said. (As far as I was concerned, shorts were only for holidays.)

      My white cord-type trousers seemed like a good option, so I dragged them from my bag. They had started life as a fawn colour but had faded with age. I tried to climb into them as quickly as I could, knowing the Boss was waiting for me, but instead I wobbled and fell onto the bed! I managed to yank them up and, with a deep breath, fastened them at the waist. I grabbed the shirt from the day before, wriggled my feet into the shoes I’d flown in, and I ran towards the door.

      As I left the tent, there were more cheers and then at least two pairs of helping hands dragged me up onto the Humber truck and we were off.

      Richard was perched on the roof of the truck, and Charlie was in the driver’s seat.

      “Did you sleep?” Richard asked me.

      “Yes,” I said, “and I am still sleeping.”

      Then one of the guys in the back said something to me in Swahili, and Richard interpreted: “He asked how you are.”

      “Thanks,” I said, “tell him I’m a bit stunned and confused.”

      Richard told him. I’d heard Richard speak Swahili once before, when he was showing some visitors around the park at home. I liked the sound of the language, it sounded nice to speak and I hoped I’d get to grips with it at some stage too.

      “Make sure you hang on, Pete, it gets bloody rough at times when we start to catch. Come up front, it’s much safer,” Richard said.

      I’m not sure why, but I didn’t go up front when Richard said I should. As a young man, I think I felt somewhat embarrassed by the fuss. It was silly, really, but you live and learn.

      We rattled through a river bed, and that really woke me up! I looked back and could see a vehicle with boxes on it following behind us. It was a Bedford TK lorry – a reminder of home, that’s for sure.

      I was slowly becoming aware of where I was, and realising how very different it was from home. Africa had a warm, earthy smell and, even though it was still early in the morning, the sun was really beginning to warm my body through.

      Capturing elephants was the aim of this foray into the African bush, and it seemed to me we had the whole of Africa to cruise through. It was a vast area, seeming to stretch for miles, as indeed it did.

      I saw a reedbuck scampering away from us and, a little later, a few Ugandan kob grazing and staring up at us as we passed. Well, this was a very pleasant experience and it felt quite surreal to be there. We motored on, enjoying great views too; in the truck, we were quite high up from the ground and we could see above the long grass and many of the smaller acacia trees and bushes.

      It was all so new to me; as with everything else, I had little idea of what to expect on this trip. All I could do was watch and wait.

      After a while, we stopped and Richard took out his binoculars to scan the area before we moved on again. Then, great excitement! There was much pointing and chatter from the guys, so we stopped and Richard again scanned the horizon.

      “Yes, get on, Charlie!” he shouted down the turret, and soon we were on the move again.

      The Humber truck we were in was an ex-Ministry of Defence (MOD) communications truck. These trucks normally had high sides, but this one had been cut down to make it into a pick-up. We’d had one just like it at Woburn for a while. Above both driver and passenger seats, there’s a round hole (turret) with a lid that you operate from inside by undoing the fastener and throwing the lid open. This enabled Richard (up top) and Charlie (down below) to speak directly to each other. Also, if you’re down below and you stand up, the top half of your body comes through the hole. Richard would often travel standing on the seat with his top half sticking out the top.

      Richard leant over the front again, directing Charlie with hand gestures, and we took to the bush. That’s when it really did start to get bumpy.

      “Pete, you should come up front now,” said Richard.

      “It’s okay, I’ll be fine,” I insisted.

      “It gets really rough and not easy to hold on,” he said.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said.

      “Well, if you’re sure you’re okay...”

      I said I was.

      “If I tell you to get down, get down, or I can’t shoot the elephant if it tries to take you off the back.”

      Looking back on it now, I really had no idea how difficult my first elephant catch was going to be. I was a strong boy, so surely I’d manage a few bumps easily enough? In truth, I had no bloody idea at all! Again, doing the British thing and trying to avoid any fuss.

      Elephant were now very much in view and we were approaching them fast. Wow, how amazing was this to be travelling with a herd of elephants! The guys were now holding a bamboo pole with a rope attached, and a large noose. Richard was holding a gun in his left hand and still directing Charlie with his right.

      The herd of probably sixty or seventy animals was on the move and the dust was becoming thicker and thicker around us. A large cow elephant stopped and turned towards us, her trunk tucked under and her ears fully out, and the boys all shouted and banged the side of the truck to frighten her away. Thankfully, this worked and she headed off in the other direction.

      We continued to pursue the herd, and there was much chatter and pointing as Richard and the guys selected which youngster to catch. The likely candidate needed to be of a size and age to be weaned from its mother, so it needed to have had a good start in life, and be eating solid food. It also needed to be the sex we required.

      We would usually capture young elephant at about four years old; the gestation period of elephants is twenty-two months and, as a rule of thumb, calves will wean at two years (taking milk for the same length of time as the gestation period). So, by the time they are four years old, the young elephant are well established. We would keep the sex ratio at around one male to every five females we captured.

      At Richard’s instruction, Charlie accelerated but then he rode straight over a huge anthill, which flipped my feet high into the air, and I found myself only just hanging onto the truck’s side-rail. Two more times, we bounced and rose, my feet flying higher with each bounce; it was impossible for me to control my body at all! I was convinced I was going to go right over the top and was picturing myself with my back against the side of the truck being dragged through the bush. Scary or what? My God, I hope I can hold on, I remember thinking. It sounds a bit dramatic now, but my every thought was about hanging on and surviving this ordeal – and it was all of my own stupid making.

      We came to a stop and the guys were off the truck to capture the young elephant; I was crouched down, totally exhausted from the ride. Richard glanced round.

      “Are you okay?” he said.

      “Yes, quite a ride! Sure does make your joints ache,” I said. Talk about an understatement.

      Richard climbed down and joined the guys who, by now, had already grappled with the young elephant and wrestled it to the ground. Charlie appeared through his turret and sat on the roof and I went to the front of the truck to join him.

      Richard asked me if I could see the box-wagon coming and I looked back.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Well, wave at them to hurry up!” Richard yelled.

      I started waving frantically at them.

      “You don’t join in with the grappling, then?” I asked Charlie.

      “No. To be honest, if you try to join in, you just get in the way. The guys are best left to it. So, what do you think about your first catch?” he asked me.

      “Oh, wow, it was exhilarating!” I said.

      I didn’t dare tell him I’d missed the whole bloody thing! I’d literally just been hanging on for dear life, hoping not to fly out of the truck, whilst performing a routine any gymnast would have been proud of, and I’d seen nothing of the catch. Thinking about it now, “idiotic” is the word that comes to mind for my actions that morning.

      The box-wagon arrived and the guys quickly got a box down from the back and dragged it over to the elephant. They passed the capture rope through the box, which three guys were standing on, and the others helped the little elephant to stand up. Then, all in one motion and with quite some shouting and a lot of skill, they slipped the little guy into the box and secured the box.

      Smiles on the guys’ faces showed their obvious relief. The lorry was now brought alongside the box, with wheels and tyres appearing from seemingly nowhere. The guys began an intricate system of lifting one end of the crate at a time, and sliding wheels under it. They gradually raised the box higher and higher and when it was all but level with the flat body of the truck, they slid it on and secured it with rope. By this stage, there was a risk that the young elephant could overheat, so the guys trickled water over it to cool it down.

      “Okay, here we go again!” said Richard, and we were on the move in search of our second capture.

      It was slow going at first and then it picked up once we spotted the elephant herd again. The Humber truck was an incredible machine; it was capable of riding over the roughest of terrains as smoothly as a boat on water. (If you’re hanging on tightly enough, of course!) I’ve since learnt that you know it’s a good truck when it rises and then crashes down the other side, but still keeps on going.

      Having learnt my lesson, this time I was up front, right where the action was and where the decisions were made. I also felt very safe, as all the guys huddled up front, with one actually holding the front rail with a hand on either side of me. At that point, I didn’t know any of these guys I was huddled in a heap with but what I did know was that I’d like them on my side in a fight.

      I found out later that they were very much a mixed bag of guys – from Kenya, Uganda and the Congo – and they were incredibly powerful and fit. They were an amazing capture team, all masters of their trade, and they operated like a well-oiled machine. They’d leap from the truck and, as one, control the newly-captured animal and secure it from harm. It was quite something to witness.

      Obviously, I got to know them all very well later on, and we had a lot in common. We were all young men, enthusiastic and fun-loving. We had huge respect for Richard and we all knew he was the one to please; to achieve that, all we had to do was our jobs.

      Again, after a lot of jabber and pointing, we were suddenly in the midst of another herd; there was thick dust, bellowing elephants, a roaring engine and a great deal of shouting and banging from the truck. It was important to keep the elephants moving as we trundled up to them in their wake, and as Richard and the guys selected another candidate for capture.

      Once they’d decided, we moved in close to the back of the herd. (I was able to watch the action this time.) Someone handed Richard the catch-pole and he slipped the noose around the young elephant’s neck. We slowed down while the rest of the herd continued on its way; we needed to get the little chap boxed and on the lorry quickly before his family realised he was missing.

      The guys were ready for action. Much like before, the box-wagon arrived, they took the crate off and slipped the little guy into the box, where it stood quietly. Out came all the wheels and tyres needed to jack the crate up to the appropriate height, while the lorry moved into position. But this time, at the crucial moment, the crate slipped and pinned one of the catchers against the lorry by his head. After much shouting, and incredible strength and energy, the guys managed to regain control of the crate but as they moved it forward, the lorry went back and the guy was spinning like a top, with skin being stripped from around his head as he spun.

      I remember thinking if his head were a tree, it would have been ring-barked and the top bit would die and fall off. But he just shook his head, rubbed the top of it and carried on. I have no idea how his head wasn’t crushed, because it looked to me like that was the only likely outcome. I soon learnt that the only treatment necessary for most injuries in the bush was a squirt of violet antiseptic spray, which the team always carried to treat animals’ bumps and grazes.

      It was somewhat horrific to watch that happen, but I reckon I could have coped even if Martians had landed in front of us that morning. My arrival in Africa, the trauma of my journey out, and the general culture shock of the past day had somehow attuned my body and mind to cope, come what may. I think adrenaline had been coursing through my body from the minute I leapt out of my bed that morning.

      “Okay, we’ll leave it at that for today,” said Richard, and it was all aboard and back towards camp.

      I didn’t even know which way was up, let alone where camp was from here. Thank goodness Charlie did!

      The trip back was quiet. It seemed we were all appreciating the surroundings and enjoying the moment. Richard told me about the area we were in – it was very close to a National Park – and he told me a few things to be aware of when you’re travelling in the bush. For example, if the terrain changes in any way, slow down and, as they say in Uganda, wa chunga (be careful). He said if you came across a dead elephant with the biggest tusks in the world, be sure to give it a wide berth, as it could have died from anthrax.

      Now that my first capture was over, I was very happy to soak it all in and begin to inhale my surroundings. Africa really is a wondrous place and I was realising what a lucky guy I was to have this opportunity. That sun! I love the sun and there is always plenty of it in Africa. I took my shirt off to air my bones a little. I found it all quite exhilarating, and the thought of being here gave me an incredible high.

      We arrived back at camp sooner than I had expected, and I was now seeing it properly for the first time, as I’d only seen it so far in the dark. I noticed there was a large tree with steps built around it, where you could climb to a lookout point; there was a table and benches to one side of the tree; there was a kitchen tent some eight to ten yards away to the left, and then two tent-type buildings set back, where we slept. The whole area was spotless, the grass cut very short like a lawn, with vehicles parked to the right and a number of spare wheels in a heap. And the moment we stepped off the vehicle, we were offered tea. That was extremely welcome indeed!

      When the box-wagon arrived, we all wandered down to the boma area (animal corrals) for the offloading. There was an off-ramp and the lorry backed down it, making the bed of the lorry level with the ground, so the guys could slide the crates off quite easily and, amazingly, carry the crates to the bomas to release the animals. (I told you they were strong.)

      Richard then showed me around the area, taking me to where the maize meal was cooked for the young animals (the uji kitchen), then to the hay-barn grass store, where grass was delivered and then fed to the elephants throughout the day and night. Then he took me down to the far end, where buffalo were penned, and to a bridge over a waterway, which they had dammed for use as a hippo pool, if needed. It was also good for a bath, he said, as water flowed through it continually.

      We wandered back to the kitchen area, where Ann and Charlie were sitting, with more tea. As we sat down, Richard announced that he and Charlie were going to Karamoja that day, Ann would be going to Nairobi in a couple of days, and Charlie was having to go home to Plymouth after the Karamoja trip. Charlie was the manager of Plymouth Zoo and quarantine station there.

      “That will leave you in charge, Pete.”

      I wasn’t sure I was hearing correctly. I’d only just arrived there!

      Ann then climbed into a Humber truck and left to get grass for the elephants’ feed, Richard and Charlie gathered some of their belongings together and put them in a Toyota and, as they climbed in, Richard said, “See you in a few days, Pete!” and off they drove.

      My God, I really was there all alone.

      “Well, it’s not so bad,” I thought.

      In fact, it was a great to have time to actually catch up with myself, my thoughts and just chill for a little while.

      A few minutes later, someone came to me and I gathered he was saying he’d moved me to Richard’s hut. I watched while he transferred my case and the odd bits and pieces I’d left lying around in my scramble to leave that morning. I went and had a look at my new abode and, as the bed looked so inviting, I stretched out and was just dozing a little when I heard a vehicle coming. I got up again quickly. It was Ann returning with grass and, when she dropped the truck off to be unloaded, I walked up to the kitchen area with her.

      We sat and chatted for a while and Ann explained that if you wanted anything, you just needed to ask Kambanyoka and he would organise it. (I discovered he was the guy who’d moved me to Richard’s tent.) She said it might seem strange but it worked better than to try and do things yourself, so whatever you needed, whether it was water to wash, water for brushing your teeth, anything – he would organise it for you. She also told me about the hippo pool at the far end where you could have a bath, which Richard had showed me earlier.

      We had eggs and chips for lunch and then Ann said we should go for banana leaves, and so we drove off down a track and into a village. Banana leaves were treats for the elephants – they loved them, in fact, they loved leaves from any fruit tree available – and buying them in the village was good for the local village economy. At the far end of the village, we turned and stopped at each little pile of banana leaves so Ann could climb out and barter for them. I had no idea what exactly was going on but soon we were loading the leaves into the vehicle, and moving on to the next pile. After Ann had got us ten or so piles of leaves, we were off back to camp.

      After parking the Toyota next to a barn, Ann said we should have a cup of tea and then head out to fetch the grass-cutters. We took the Humber truck this time and travelled down to the village and beyond. I found the whole scenario fascinating; I was thoroughly intrigued by the new and different world I had entered.

      We slowed down on a bridge as Ann pointed out the Nile. Wow, what a sight! I asked Ann if we could stop, so she pulled over to the side and I got out and looked over the bridge. It was fantastic! It was a truly wondrous spot, with hundreds of hippos bobbing around in the fast-running waters, with such a lush green surrounding area. Incredible!

      I found everything around me interesting as we motored on again, turning off to the right down a small track, through gardens and small houses with chickens roaming everywhere, then past a small stream before arriving at a spot where there were piles of grass and the guys sitting waiting for us.

      There was a great deal of chatter and laughter between Ann and the guys. I could tell by the glances and nodding in my direction that there were questions about me, the stranger, but it seemed to be all in good humour. Then off we went, back to camp, stopping to drop some guys in the village on the way.

      We dropped the grass truck by the store and, as we walked up, Ann said it would soon be dark. It got dark very quickly out there and, indeed, lamps were being lit as she spoke.

      “There’s just enough time to get clean before we eat,” Ann said.

      We had the hippo pool for a bath but, for me, I would only do that in daylight. The alternative was using a large bowl of water, which I would take out back, strip to my undies, and do my best to get clean by splashing the water around. Not the best, but enough to stop the sheets from getting too black. If necessary, I would get two bowls of water. I’m sure the locals thought I was very strange!
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