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FOREWORD



I first discovered the remarkable work of Delia Owens when I read Where the Crawdads Sing, a work of such astonishing sadness and beauty that I found myself wondering what experiences its author must have had to be able to write a book of fiction with such vivid, poetic, beautiful lyricism. The answer is this beautiful book, Cry of the Kalahari, co-written with her then-husband Mark.


The story that unfolds within these pages is one of adventure, bravery, survival, understanding, but above all, it is a love affair with Botswana – their home for seven extraordinary years. The Owens are able to capture the essence of their time in this extraordinary country with fear, excitement and exasperation. The writing is vivid and absorbing throughout and brilliantly conjures their memories of the country, as well as my own. For instance, this – written by Mark – transports me back there in an instant: ‘The sands were laid bare by the harsh, persistent winds. An ashen debris of cremated leaves tumbled over the dunes before the gale – a black wind howling over the Kalahari’.


Botswana is a country I know well. I have been privileged to visit many times over the years during my own filming and research projects. Cry of the Kalahari took me to a place and a time long before travel on the African continent became common. Long before Maun was a tourist hub, to an era in the 70s, when it was filled with weird and wonderful characters that illuminate Mark and Delia’s story with eccentricity and kindness.


What is astonishing is the naive bravery of this extraordinary couple. We follow their adventure in their old grey Land Rover, never far from collapse, threatening to maroon our heroes in one of the world’s last great wilderness areas. But at the heart of their tale is their relationship with the wildlife – the lions, hyena, jackals and giraffes that they share their home and research with.


Botswana in the 70s was still a wild place, and Cry of the Kalahari swept me away into another time.


What is most poignant for me is the dichotomy between the cruel desert and the riches of the wildlife. Both the Owens and their research animals skirt a fine line between life and death, as they both fight for survival in this harsh, beautiful landscape.


For those who have travelled across Africa, you will recognise flashes of your own experience. The smells, the colours, the riches of her wildlife. The harsh sun, the aridity. I first discovered Africa in my mid-twenties on visit to Zambia. It was love at first sight and I have been fortunate to return to Botswana, Namibia, Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania many, many times over the years.


Mine is an ensuing love affair. It is a region that will haunt your dreams. The heady mix of people, wildlife and wilderness is enough to seduce the hardest of hearts. I will never forget the time I travelled with my young family and friends across the Serengeti. In a small convoy of Land Rovers, we bounced across the rough Savanna following nothing but a compass. For a week we drove across wilderness, camping in the Savanna. My children Ludo and Iona were just four and five years old. We slept to the sound of lions roaring and each morning we would follow the scat trails of the nocturnal visitors to our camp.


Our yellow Land Rover bounced and bumped and got bogged down frequently into the soft mud. We had to dig her out more times than I care to remember. It was as exciting as it was worrying, particularly when we set off on our return journey alone, away from the safety of the convoy. That twelve-hour journey in the Land Rover with my family, following hope and a compass remains one of the most powerful experiences of my life. In a world of safety, roads, mobiles, GPS, and roadside assistance, we had stepped back into the 70s inhabited by Delia and Mark – which made reading their fascinating story all the more poignant for me.


Several years ago, I made a documentary series in which I followed the great migration of the wildebeest. We collared several animals and, using telemetry very similar to that used by the Owens, we tracked them on their extraordinary journey through the Tanzanian Serengeti and up into the Kenyan Mara. It was an extraordinary experience and one that gave me a unique relationship with my own wildebeest, Jane, Sylvia, and Dian. I found myself rooting for them. I watched as they crossed the crocodile infested Mara river with my heart in my mouth, willing them to make it. Each time I caught up with the girls, it was like being reunited with old friends. I found myself emotionally entangled in their lives.


Delia and Mark, of course, during their extensive time there, forged more complex bonds through their observations of lions, hyenas and wild dogs of the Kalahari. In these pages, we get to know Star, a very intelligent brown hyena who trusts Mark and Delia enough to let them in to her world. We meet Blue and watch as the place she occupies in her pride of lions begins to change over time. Through detailed journal entries by these scrupulous authors, we discover the incredible resilience required for these animals to survive each day in the Kalahari. But this book is far more than a record of observations; this is a diary of a love affair with Botswana, a love that is infectious and, like all great stories, draws the reader into the narrative until you feel like you are experiencing it with them.


Now that it’s approaching fifty years since its first release, Cry of the Kalahari stands tall as a testament to Mark and Delia’s passion and dedication for the environment and its wildlife. It is a ground-breaking piece of nature writing that is as relevant, exciting and absorbing now as it was when it was originally published in 1984.


Ben Fogle, May 2021.










PROLOGUE



MARK


My left shoulder and hip ached from the hard ground. I rolled to my right side, squirming around on grass clumps and pebbles, but could not get comfortable. Huddled deep inside my sleeping bag against the chill of dawn, I tried to catch a few more minutes of sleep.


We had driven north along the valley the evening before, trying to home on the roars of a lion pride. But by three o’clock in the morning they had stopped calling and presumably had made a kill. Without their voices to guide us, we hadn’t been able to find them and had gone to sleep on the ground next to a hedge of bush in a small grassy clearing. Now, like two large army worms, our nylon sleeping bags glistened with dew in the morning sun.


Aaoouu – a soft groan startled me. I slowly lifted my head and peered over my feet. My breath caught. It was a very big lioness – more than 300 pounds – but from ground level she looked even larger. She was moving toward us from about five yards away, her head swinging from side to side and the black tuft on her tail twitching deliberately. I clenched a tuft of grass, held on tight, and froze. The lioness came closer, her broad paws lifting and falling in perfect rhythm, jewels of moisture clinging to her coarse whiskers, her deep-amber eyes looking straight at me. I wanted to wake up Delia, but I was afraid to move.


When she reached the foot of our sleeping bags, the lioness turned slightly. “Delia! S-s-s-h-h-h – wake up! The lions are here!”


Delia’s head came up slowly and her eyes grew wide. The long body of the cat, more than nine feet of her from nose to tuft, padded past to a bush ten feet away. Then Delia gripped my arm and quietly pointed to our right. Turning my head just slightly, I saw another lioness four yards away, on the other side of the bush next to us . . . then another . . . and another. The entire Blue Pride, nine in all, surrounded us, nearly all of them asleep. We were quite literally in bed with a pride of wild Kalahari lions.


Like an overgrown house cat, Blue was on her back, her eyes closed, hind legs sticking out from her furry white belly, her forepaws folded over her downy chest. Beyond her lay Bones, the big male with the shaggy black mane and the puckered scar over his knee – the token of a hurried surgery on a dark night months before. Together with Chary, Sassy, Gypsy, and the others, he must have joined us sometime before dawn.


We would have many more close encounters with Kalahari lions, some not quite so amicable. But the Blue Pride’s having accepted us so completely that they slept next to us was one of our most rewarding moments since beginning our research in Botswana’s vast Central Kalahari Desert, in the heart of southern Africa. It had not come easily.


As young, idealistic students, we had gone to Africa entirely on our own to set up a wildlife research project. After months of searching for a pristine area, we finally found our way into the “Great Thirst,” an immense tract of wilderness so remote that we were the only people, other than a few bands of Bushmen, in an area larger than Ireland. Because of the heat and the lack of water and materials for shelter, much of the Central Kalahari has remained unexplored and unsettled. From our camp there was no village around the corner or down the road. There was no road. We had to haul our water a hundred miles through the bushveld, and without a cabin, electricity, a radio, a television, a hospital, a grocery store, or any sign of other humans and their artifacts for months at a time, we were totally cut off from the outside world.


Most of the animals we found there had never seen humans before. They had never been shot at, chased by trucks, trapped, or snared. Because of this, we had the rare opportunity to know many of them in a way few people have ever known wild animals. On a rainy-season morning we would often wake up with 3000 antelope grazing around our tent. Lions, leopards, and brown hyenas visited our camp at night, woke us up by tugging the tent guy ropes, occasionally surprised us in the bath boma, and drank our dishwater if we forgot to pour it out. Sometimes they sat in the moonlight with us, and they even smelled our faces.


There were risks – we took them daily – and there were near disasters that we were fortunate to survive. We were confronted by terrorists, stranded without water, battered by storms, and burned by droughts. We fought veld fires miles across that swept through our camp – and we met an old man of the desert who helped us survive.


We had no way of knowing, from our beginnings of a thirdhand Land Rover, a campfire, and a valley called “Deception,” that we would learn new and exciting details about the natural history of Kalahari lions and brown hyenas: How they survive droughts with no drinking water and very little to eat, whether they migrate to avoid these hardships, and how members of these respective species cooperate to raise their young. We would document one of the largest antelope migrations on earth and discover that fences are choking the life from the Kalahari.


I don’t really know when we decided to go to Africa. In a way, I guess each of us had always wanted to go. For as long as we can remember we have sought out wild places, drawn strength, peace, and solitude from them and wanted to protect them from destruction. For myself, I can still recall the sadness and bewilderment I felt as a young boy, when from the top of the windmill, I watched a line of bulldozers plough through the woods on our Ohio farm, destroying it for a superhighway – and changing my life.


Delia and I met in a protozoology class at the University of Georgia and it didn’t take long to find out that we shared the same goal. By the end of the semester we knew that when we went to Africa, it would have to be together. During this time we heard a visiting scientist tell of Africa’s disappearing wilderness: More than two-thirds of its wildlife had already been eliminated, pushed out of its habitats by large ranches and urban sprawl. In the southern regions, thousands of predators were being trapped, shot, snared, and poisoned to protect domestic stock. In some African nations, conservation policies and practices were virtually nonexistent.


These were frightening reports. We became determined to study an African carnivore in a large, pristine wilderness and to use the results of our research to help devise a program for the conservation of that ecosystem. Perhaps, also, we simply wanted to see for ourselves that such wild places still existed. But if we didn’t go immediately, there might be little left to study.


Going to Africa as part of our graduate programs would mean years of delay, and since we had not finished our doctorates, we knew there was little chance of our getting a grant from a conservation organization. We decided to take a temporary, if prolonged, leave from university and to earn the money needed to finance the expedition. Once a study site had been chosen and our field research was under way, we thought surely someone would grant us the funds to continue.


After six months of teaching, we had saved nothing. I switched jobs and began operating the crusher at a stone quarry while Delia worked at odd jobs. At the end of another six months we had saved $4900, plus enough money for air fares to Johannesburg in South Africa. It was not nearly enough to begin a research project. But it was late 1973 and the Arabs had just pulled the plug on cheap oil; prices were skyrocketing. We had to go then, or not at all.


Trying desperately to scrape enough money together, we piled everything we owned – stereo, radio, television, fishing rod and reel, pots and pans – into our small station wagon and drove to the stone quarry one morning, just as the men were coming off the night shift. I stood on top of the car and auctioned it all away, including the car, for $1100.


On January 4, 1974, a year after we were married, we boarded a plane with two backpacks, two sleeping bags, one pup tent, a small cooking kit, a camera, one change of clothes each, and $6000. It was all we had to set up our research.


This book is not a detailed account of our scientific findings; that is being published elsewhere. Instead, it is the story of our lives with lions, brown hyenas, jackals, birds, shrews, lizards, and many other creatures we came to know, and how we survived and conducted research in one of the last and largest pristine areas on earth. The story was taken from our journals and is all true, including names and dialogue. Although each chapter is written in one voice, we developed every phase of the book together.
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THE JUMBLIES


MARK




They went to sea in a Sieve, they did,
In a Sieve they went to sea:
In spite of all their friends could say,
On a winter’s morn, on a stormy day.
In a Sieve they went to sea!
. . . . . . . . . . . . . .


Far and few, far and few,
Are the lands where the Jumblies live;


Their heads are green, and their hands are blue;
And they went to sea in a Sieve.


– Edward Lear





Sleepless, I rested my head against the thick double windowpane of the jet, staring into the blackness of the mid-Atlantic night. The world turned slowly below as the plane reached for the dawn of Africa.


With careful grace the cheetah strolls onto the plain. Head erect, its tail a gentle vane turning easily on the wind, it glides toward the stirring herd. Alert, the antelope prance back and forth, but do not run. The cat is hungry and begins loping forward.


The plane met and passed the dawn. Soon it was standing on asphalt, disgorging its passengers near a hazy city. Customs officials in short pants and spotless white shirts with bold black epaulets called orders and waved clipboards. We filled out long forms and questionnaires, waited in crowded halls, and gazed through chain-link fences. Plenty of time to daydream.


A perfect union of speed, coordination, balance, and form, the cheetah accelerates toward the dashing antelope and singles one out. Others veer aside and the ageless footrace between predator and prey begins.


A smaller plane, a shorter ride – we had been traveling forever. On a train this time, again we stared numbly past our reflections in a window. Miles and miles of thornbush, all of it the same, rushed by in time with the clickety-clack of the rail sections as the train swayed along. “Clickety-clack, clickety-clack, you can’t get off and you’ll never go back; clickety-clack . . .”


The cheetah is a blur across the plain. Fifty, sixty, seventy miles per hour, the living missile streaks toward its target. At this moment, as it draws near the flashing rear quarters of its prey, the awesome beauty of their contest is inescapable. Each is a sculptor who, using eons of time as its maul and evolution as its chisel, has created, in the other, something of such form, such vitality, such truth that it can never be duplicated. This relationship is the best Nature has to offer; the ego of the natural world.


It is the moment of truth for the gazelle. The cheetah, still at full speed, reaches forward a clublike paw to destroy the balance of its prey. The antelope cuts sharply, and what was ultimate form is suddenly perverted. At seventy miles per hour the fence wire slices through the cheetah’s nose, shatters its jaw, and snaps its head around. Before its momentum is spent on the mesh, its elegant neck is twisted and broken, the shank of a splintered white bone bursts through the skin of its foreleg. The fence recoils and spits the mutilated form, ruptured and bleeding, into the dirt.


With a hissing of air brakes the train lurched to a stop and interrupted the nightmare. We shouldered our backpacks and stepped down onto the sandy station yard in the black African night. From behind, the diesel rumbled and the car couplings clanged as the train pulled away. Standing alone by the ramshackle station house at two o’clock in the morning, it was as though we were in a long, dark tunnel. At one end a grimy sign beneath a dim yellow light read GABORONE BOTSWANA.


The quiet darkness seemed to swallow us. Alone in a strange country with too little money, all of it stuffed in the pocket of my backpack, we suddenly felt that the challenge was overwhelming: We had to find a four-wheel-drive truck and a study area and accomplish enough solid research to attract a grant before our money ran out. But we were exhausted from traveling, and before worrying about anything else, we needed sleep.


Across a dirt road from the train station, another weak light bulb dangled over the tattered screen door of the Gaborone Hotel – a sagging building with flakes of paint peeling from its walls, and tall grass fringing its foundation. The rooms were eight dollars a night, more than we could afford.


As we turned and began to walk away, the old night watchman beckoned to us from the hotel. A flickering candle cupped in his hands, he led us through the bare lobby into a small courtyard choked with weeds and thornscrub. Smiling broadly through teeth like rusted bolts, the old native patted my pack and then the ground. We bowed our thanks and within minutes we had pitched our small pack tent next to a thornbush and settled into our sleeping bags.


Morning came with the chatter of native Africans moving like columns of army ants through fields of tall grass and thornbush toward the town. Most of them wore unzipped and unbuttoned western shirts and dresses or pants of mix-matched, bright colors. Women swayed along with bundles balanced on their heads – a pint milk carton, a basket of fruit, or fifty pounds of firewood. One man had slabs of tire tread bound to his feet for sandals, a kaross of goatskin slung over his shoulders, and the spotted skin of a gennet cat, the tail hanging down, set at a rakish angle on his head. These people eked out their livelihoods by hawking carvings, walking sticks, and other artifacts to travelers through the windows of railroad coaches. They lived in shanties and lean-tos of corrugated tin or cardboard, old planks or mud bricks. One was made entirely of empty beer cans.


Looking over the scene, Delia muttered softly, “Where the devil are we?”


We made our way toward the haze of wood smoke that covered the town of Gaborone, which sprawled at the foot of some rocky hills. It is the capital of Botswana, known before its independence in 1967 as the British Bechuanaland Protectorate. Architecturally, it is a crossbred town: One avenue of small shops and a few three-story office buildings of Western design rise from a mishmash of mud-and-thatch huts called rondavels. Dusty paths were crowded with Africans in European clothes and Europeans in African prints.


It is an interesting blend of cultures, but nothing happens very fast in Gaborone, and for two months after our arrival in Botswana we were stuck there. Day after day we walked from one isolated government department to another, trying to arrange residence and research permits and meeting with people who might know something about a suitable study site. We were determined to find a place – one far from fences – where the behavior of the predators had not been affected by human settlements.


From all accounts, the best places for the type of study we had in mind were in the remote regions of northern Botswana, but none of the Wildlife Department personnel had ever been to the most inaccessible of those areas. Without anyone to guide us, the expedition seemed more difficult and risky than we had supposed. Even if we could find our own way into such an undeveloped part of Botswana, setting up and supplying a research camp would mean moving food, fuel, and other supplies over vast tracks of uncharted wilderness. Besides, practically the entire northern third of the country was under water from the heaviest rains in its recorded history. The only road to the north had been impassable for months.


One of our most immediate problems was how to find a vehicle among the population of battered four-wheel-drive trucks that rattled around the town. The best we could afford was an old thirdhand Land Rover with a concave roof, bush-scraped sides, and drab grey paint. We bought the “Old Grey Goose” for 1000 rands ($1500), overhauled the engine, installed a reserve gas tank, and built flat storage boxes in the back. Covered with a square of foam rubber, the boxes would also serve as our bed.


When we had finally finished outfitting the Grey Goose, it was already early March 1974; we hadn’t been in the field yet, and we had only $3800 left, $1500 of which would be needed to get us home if we failed to get a grant. Every delay meant lost research time. If we were to have any chance of convincing some organization to fund us before our money ran out, we had to find a study site immediately and get to work. So, despite warnings that we would not get through to the north country, early one morning we headed out of Gaborone into the rolling thornbush savanna.


A few miles outside town, with a bone-jarring crash, we left the only pavement in Botswana behind us. As I swerved to dodge the ruts and chuckholes, the narrow dirt road led us deeper and deeper into the bushveld. I took a deep, satisfying breath of wild Africa; our project was finally under way. The sense of freedom and the exhilaration were almost intoxicating, and I reached across to pull Delia over next to me. She smiled up at me – a smile that washed away the tensions that had built over the long, frustrating weeks of preparation. Her eyes spoke her total confidence that we could handle any challenge that confronted us, and her confidence was itself a challenge.


Our destination, the village of Maun, lay where the waters of the Okavango River delta reach the sands of the Kalahari Desert, more than 450 miles to the north. There was only one narrow gravel road to follow through a territory that offered little shelter, except an occasional cluster of native huts. Because of the flooding, no one had driven the road for weeks. As we crawled north at ten to fifteen miles per hour, the savanna grew wetter and wetter until we were churning through deep black mud.


Near Francistown, the last large village on the east side of Botswana, we swung northwest toward Maun, still more than 300 miles away. Whole stretches of the road had completely washed away. In places I waded ahead through shallow lakes more than a mile across, searching under the water for firm ground with my bare feet as Delia followed in the Land Rover. Dodging ruts three or four feet deep, we passed the mud-caked hulks of trucks bellied-up in muck like dinosaurs in a tar pit. They had been abandoned for weeks. Time after time the Grey Goose sank to its undercarriage. Using a high-lift jack to raise it, we piled thornbush, stones, and logs under the wheels. Another few yards and we were down to the axles again.


At night, slapping at swarms of mosquitoes, we would squat next to a mudpuddle and wash the crust off our faces, arms, and legs. Then we would fall asleep on top of the boxes in the back of the Land Rover. We kept the truck parked in the middle of the roadbed because if I had driven off its crown, we would have become hopelessly mired. We had met only two or three other vehicles in several days, so it was unlikely that someone would need to pass by in the night.


In the morning we would be on our way once more. Dazed with fatigue, we would spin forward, sink, dig out, and spin forward again. Some days we made no more than a mile or two. But we had to keep going. Though we didn’t talk about it, we both had the desperate feeling that if we couldn’t even make it to Maun, we would surely fail in the field. Yet failure was an option we simply could not afford. We had invested all our savings – our dreams and our pride – in this venture. There was no reason to turn around; there was nothing to go back to.


Occasionally we saw goats, cattle, and donkeys drinking and wallowing in mudholes along the way. They were the only signs of animal life in the flat monotony of overgrazed thornscrub. It was depressing and disconcerting that we had come all this way to find in these remote areas no herds of wild antelope. Perhaps after all, we had chosen a country in which little wildlife was left. Even then we knew that much of Africa had been grazed to death by domestic stock.


Eleven days after we had set off from Gaborone, hollow-eyed and covered in mud, we stopped on the one-lane bridge over the Thamalakane River. On its banks was Maun, a village of reed-and-straw huts, donkeys, and sand. Herero tribeswomen had spread their lavish skirts, made of yards of different materials, on the emerald riverbanks to dry, like great butterflies fanned out in a riot of reds, yellows, blues, greens, and purples.


Delia’s eyes were red and her face and hair spattered with grey mud. Her hands were deeply scratched from piling rocks and thornbush under the mired truck. But she grinned and gave a rebel yell. We had made it!


On sand tracks that ran between rondavels we drove to Riley’s, a large compound including garage, general store, hotel, and bar, where we bought gasoline and a few supplies: lard, flour, mealie-meal, and sugar. Perishables such as milk, bread, and cheese were not available in northern Botswana, and when we arrived even staples were in short supply because no transport trucks had been able to get through in weeks. The people of the village were hungry. We avoided the eyes of the begging children, embarrassed that we had nothing we could give them, yet knowing we were wealthy by comparison.


Officials in the Department of Wildlife in Gaborone had advised us to ask professional hunters about a good place to start our research. One of the names we had scribbled in our journal was “Lionel Palmer – Maun.” Lionel was well known at Riley’s, where we asked for directions to his home. We made our way along deep sand tracks and through more mud-holes until, about four miles north of the village, we found the Palmer homestead. Over the river hung tall fig trees with orange, red, and yellow bougainvillea spilling over their tops. Redeyed bulbuls, grey hornbills, hoopoes, and a myriad other birds flitted about the canopy above the garden.


Lionel Palmer, deeply tanned, his dark hair brushed with grey, was dressed in baggy jeans, a cowboy shirt, and a bandana. He sauntered out to greet us, holding a glass of whisky in his hand. The oldest and most experienced professional hunter in the area, Lionel held considerable social positon in Maun. He was famous for his parties, where bedroom furniture sometimes ended up on the roof, and once a Land Rover had been hung in a fig tree – and for his capacity for Scotch. Once, after several days of intoxication, he woke up with a stabbing earache. The doctor at the clinic removed a two-inch-long sausage fly – a reddish-brown, tubelike, winged insect – which had taken up residence in Lionel’s numbed ear while he slept off his drunkenness in a flowerbed. For a week Lionel carried the fly’s carcass bedded down in a cotton-lined matchbox, proudly showing it to everyone he met, whether or not he knew them.


Sitting with us on the patio overlooking the river, Lionel suggested a few areas in northern Botswana where flooding was not too severe and where predators unaffected by man could be found. One, the Makgadikgadi Pans, is a great tract of remote bush veld wilderness more than 100 miles east and south of Maun. The pans are the remnants of an enormous inland lake that dried up some 16,000 years ago.


“Go ninety-nine miles east of Maun on the Nata road and find a palm tree broken off at the top. Look for an old spoor that runs south from the main track. There’s no sign, but that’s where the reserve begins. Nobody goes out there much – there’s bugger-all there, except miles and miles of bloody Africa.”


Most game reserves in Botswana are large tracts of totally undeveloped wilderness. There are no paved roads, fast-food stands, water fountains, campgrounds, restrooms, or any of the other “improvements” found in parks and reserves in more developed countries.


Two days later we found two faint tire tracks at a broken palm, turned off the main road, and left all traces of civilization behind us. Immediately we had a sense of being in Africa, the real Africa, the one we had always dreamed about. The vast untracked savanna, broken only by occasional isolated trees, made us feel frail, minuscule, vulnerable. It was beautiful, exciting – but also a little intimidating.


About thirty miles south of the main road, the track we had been following led us to the edge of a vast plain. Then it disappeared. Delia noted our compass heading, the mileage, and a lone thorntree we thought we might be able to recognize again. With no chart or guide, and with only fifteen gallons of water and the barest minimum of essential food, we set off across the Makgadikgadi.


The savanna was very rough, the grass tall and heavy with ripe seed, and it was hot. We made no more than three miles per hour for the rest of the day. Gradually the front of the Grey Goose was buried under a thick moving carpet of grass seed and insects that completely obscured the headlights and hood. Every quarter of a mile or so we had to brush off the front of the engine and cool the boiling radiator by pouring water over the top.


Around midmorning of the second day we came to an immense network of saucer-shaped salt pans interlaced with crescents of grass savanna, touches of woodland, and wisps of palm islands. Some pans were filled with brackish, unpotable water and flowery masses of orange, purple, green, and red algae; others were covered with a thin salt crust. We were at the edge of an alien world – no roads, no trails, no people. A shimmering mirage drew the tops of the palms into the sky.


“Whatever you do, don’t drive across those pans or you’ll go down like a bloody rock,” Lionel had warned us. “The salt crust’ll look firm, but it won’t be, ’specially with all the rain we’ve had lately. Underneath there’s nothing but mud for God knows how deep. Game Department lost a whole truck in one of them last year. No matter how much time you think you’ll save by crossing, go around.”


While I was skirting these enormous irregular depressions, Delia sketched a map of our route, noting compass headings and odometer readings at regular intervals, so that we would be able to find our way back to “Lone Tree.”


Itching from grass seed and insects, I drove toward a large pan that looked as if it might contain enough fresh rainwater for bathing. We were coming over the rise above it – suddenly the truck dropped from under us. The chassis cracked like a rifleshot and we were thrown from our seats hard against the windshield. The engine stalled and a haze of dust rose in front of us. When it had cleared, the hood of the Land Rover stood at ground level, buried in a large antbear hole that had been hidden in tall grass. After checking to see that Delia was all right, I jacked the truck up and began shoveling a ton of sand under the wheels. When we were finally able to back out, I crawled under the Goose to check for damage. There were several new cracks in the chassis, one near a motor mount. Another bad hole could tear the engine loose. Still, we were lucky; if only one of the front wheels had gone in, it could have broken off.


I was sharply aware that if we lost the service of the Grey Goose in some way, our chances of ever leaving the Makgadikgadi alive were not good. I didn’t trust my limited knowledge of mechanics, and we hadn’t been able to afford all the backup spare parts we should have been carrying for an expedition like this. Furthermore, no one knew where we were or when to expect us back. Lionel knew only that we had left Maun headed for one of several areas he had mentioned.


We didn’t discuss these risks, but they lingered in the backs of our minds. We washed in the brackish water of the pan, and after we had dried in the wind, our faces felt stretched tight, like overblown balloons.


For the rest of the day I walked ahead of the Land Rover, checking for holes in the long grass while Delia drove. Several times I stepped into rodent burrows, hoping that they weren’t also the home of some poisonous snake. We carried no antivenin, since it would have to be refrigerated.


That second night we camped next to a small tree not more than six feet high, the only one for miles around. We had been irresistibly drawn to it and had actually driven quite a way off course to get to it. Though we slept inside the truck, the tree gave us a vague sense of security. Our early primate ancestors would probably have been similarly pleased to find even this mere seedling on a nearly treeless plain, after they left the safety of the forests to venture onto the vast savannas millions of years ago.


We climbed a low rise late in the afternoon of the fourth day, and I was walking ahead. Suddenly I stopped. “My God! Look at that!” The sounds and smells of animals, tens of thousands of animals, carried to us on the light wind. For as far as we could see, the plains beyond were covered with zebra and wildebeest, grazing placidly near a large water hole. Fighting zebra stallions bit and kicked each other, puffs of dust rising from their hooves. Wildebeest tossed their heads and pranced and blew their alarm sounds. The great herds stirred, and my skin tingled at the spectacular display of life. If we never saw another sight like this, the months of working in a stone quarry and the hawking of all our belongings would have been worth this one glimpse of what much of Africa must once have been like.


We watched for hours, passing the binoculars back and forth between us, taking notes on everything we saw – how the herds mingled and moved, how many drank, how many fought – as though this signified in some way that our research had begun. We pitched camp near the top of the ridge, so we could watch for cheetahs or lions preying on the herds. When it was too dark to see, we sat heating a can of sausages over the kerosene lantern inside the Grey Goose and discussed establishing our research in the Makgadikgadi.


We went on watching the herds all the next day and into the evening. Then reality returned: Our water was getting low. Frustrated, anxious to get some solid field work done, and hating to leave the zebra and wildebeest, we began the long drive back across the plains. Following the reciprocal of compass headings and using the schematic diagram Delia had made of our course eastward, we would return to Lone Tree, get our bearings, then drive on to the Boteti River, thirteen miles farther west, for water.


For two days we retraced our course, but somewhere we went wrong. A great salt pan, unfamiliar to us, a dazzling white depression more than a mile across and miles long from north to south, blocked our way. Standing on the roof of the Land Rover and scanning with binoculars, we couldn’t see any way around it.


After driving north, and then south for some distance along the bank, I decided to see how firm the surface was. I was more and more concerned about our dwindling gasoline and water supply. Perhaps with caution, we could drive across the pan instead of laboring over miles of rough terrain to skirt it. I dug a test hole with the spade. The clay beneath the salt crust seemed surprisingly dry and solid, and no matter how hard I jumped on it with my heels, I could barely make an impression. Next, I slowly drove the front wheels of the Grey Goose onto the pan; the crust held firm. Finally, I brought the full weight of the truck onto the surface, which was as hard as concrete pavement. So in spite of Lionel’s warning, we decided to make the crossing.


Starting the run, I accelerated quickly. By driving fast in four-wheel drive, I hoped to skim over any soft spots we might encounter farther out.


I bent over the steering wheel, scanning the white salt crust ahead for dark patches, a sign that the pan had not dried out completely. But there was none. It was like driving over a billiard table, and I began to relax. Then, about 800 yards from the edge, we saw some timbers and poles sticking at odd angles from a depression in the grey, cracked surface. We got out to investigate. What could have made such a hole? And where had the timbers come from? There were no tracks or any other clues. Puzzled, I looked into the deep, ragged pit, to the place where the ends of the posts converged and then disappeared into an abyss of mud. My throat suddenly tightened – someone had tried, unsuccessfully, to save his truck. I glanced quickly at ours.


“My God! The truck’s sinking! Get in – hurry – we’ve got to get out of here!”


Its wheels were slowly settling through the salt crust into a pocket in the softer clay beneath. The surface was giving way; in seconds our truck would break through.


I tried to drive forward, but the engine stalled. The wheels had sunk too deep. Working frantically, I restarted the motor and jammed the gearshift into low-range four-wheel drive. Spinning and throwing clay, the Land Rover churned forward until it heaved itself up onto the firm surface again. I quickly shifted to high range for better speed, spun around, and raced to the safety of the grass bank at the edge of the pan. We sat staring at each other and shaking our heads in dumb relief. I was furious with myself for having tried to make the crossing, but I had endangered us even more by stopping the truck in the middle of the pan. After consulting our sketch map, we headed north. It took an entire afternoon to drive around the rest of the pan.


On the morning of the fourth day of the return trip, we finally reached the west edge of the Makgadikgadi plain, and slipped beneath the cool, refreshing canopy of riverine forest. Spider webs were drawn like fishing nets from tree to tree, and their hairy black-and-yellow architects scrambled over the hood of the truck as we ploughed through heavy sand toward the river. Kudu watched from deep shadows.


At last we stood on the high banks of the Boteti River. Deep-blue water gently caressed its way around the lilies, hyacinths, and other water plants nodding in the sleepy current. At the top of a tall fig tree, a pair of fish eagles threw back their heads and called to the sky. We ran down the steep bank and plunged into the cool water.


Climbing the riverbank after our swim, we saw something red lying in the grass. It was a fifty-gallon drum – a great find! We had looked for one in Maun, but they were almost impossible to get in northern Botswana; everyone needed them. By lashing this one to the top of the Land Rover and filling it with water, we could greatly increase our range and endurance while searching remote areas for a study site. The drum looked sound enough. We never stopped to wonder why it had been abandoned.


In the late afternoon, heavy splashes began sounding from the river below. After living for weeks on mealie-meal, raw oatmeal, powdered milk, and an occasional tin of greasy sausages – so pale and limp we called them dead man’s fingers – we both craved a thick, juicy piece of meat. Fresh fish would be scrumptious! I found a tangle of old fishing line the previous owner had left in the Land Rover, made a hook with a pair of pliers, and fashioned a spinning lure from the shiny top of a powdered-milk tin.


Delia had watched skeptically while I made my fishing rig, and now she began baking mealie bread in the three-legged iron pot. Heading down the riverbank, I snatched a corn cricket from the grass, put it on the hook, and threw it into the water. It was almost dusk, and the surface of the river was jumping with big fish. In a few seconds, shouting and laughing, I hauled in a beautiful bream, and then a big catfish.


Delia rolled the fillets in mealie-meal and flour before frying them, and soon we were sitting by the fire stuffing ourselves with big chunks of steaming mealie bread and tender white pieces of fish. Afterward, we sat high above the quiet waters of the river, talking over our Makgadikgadi adventure. Africa was seasoning us.


The next day we caught and ate more fish. Then we stocked up with river water, hauling jerricans up and down the steep bank. After filling the red drum, we set it on its side, and lashed it to the roof of the Land Rover. By noon we were on our way back into the Makgadikgadi to look for predators.


Four days later, back on “Zebra Hill,” the thousands of antelope we had seen a week before were gone. We drove around for hours without finding a single one. And without prey, no lions, cheetahs, or other carnivores were likely to be around. It was depressing. We had seriously thought of settling in the Makgadikgadi to do our research, but considering the tremendous mobility – with no apparent focal point – of these great herds, and presumably of the predators, how would we locate and stay in contact with our study animals? We drove back to Maun for more supplies and more advice.


Over the next several weeks we made reconnaissance trips to Nxai Pan, the Savuti Marsh, and other areas on the fringes of the Okavango River delta. The marsh, pans, and forests all had alluring varieties of antelope and predators, but by and large these places were still flooded. The water would limit our operations severely. Often, as we crossed the malopos – reed-choked, swampy waterways – from one palm island to the next, water ran in over the floor of the truck, shorting out the motor. We spent hours digging the Land Rover out of black muck.


Discouraged, we turned back to Maun. With each unsuccessful reconnaissance and return for supplies, our operating funds were shrinking. Again it was the hunter Lionel Palmer who finally suggested, “Why don’t you try the Kalahari? I’ve seen a place called Deception Valley from the air . . . has lots of game. ’Course, I’ve never hunted there myself; it’s miles inside the game reserve.”


On the one-to-a-million-scale map of Botswana, we could quickly see that the Central Kalahari Game Reserve was one of the largest wildlife protectorates in the world, more than 32,000 square miles of raw, untracked wilderness. And the wilderness didn’t stop at the reserve boundaries; it extended for 100 miles farther in nearly every direction, interrupted only by an occasional cattle post or small village. According to Lionel, there was not one road, not a single building, no water, and no people, except for a few bands of Bushmen, in an area larger than Ireland. It was so remote that most of it had never been explored and the Botswana government had not opened it for visitors. Consequently, no wildlife research had ever been done there. It was just what we had been looking for – if we could get there and solve the problems of surviving in such a remote and difficult environment.


After puzzling over the featureless map for some time, we finally devised a route into the Kalahari and, having done so, decided that we would go there without telling the Department of Wildlife. They probably would have refused us permission to work in such an isolated area, and they would learn about us soon enough, anyway.


The Grey Goose loaded with gasoline and other supplies, our red water drum lashed to the top, we set out for the Kalahari in search of Deception Valley. It was by then late April of 1974. Nine miles east of the village, we found a spoor running south to the Samadupe Drift on the Boteti River. There the water shallowed up, and a corduroy ford of logs was laid across the bottom. Tumbling over the logs and stones, the river fell away to easy swells and swirls between reed banks and a great avenue of giant fig trees. Cormorants dove, and trotters padded from one lily pad to another. Spurwing geese and egrets passed low above the water, their wings singing in the air.


We stopped on the ford for a last swim, and I cut off Delia’s shoulder-length hair; it would take too much water to keep it clean in the desert. Her long locks fell to the water, eddied, and drifted away on the current. For a moment I could see the reflection of her laughing face in the water – the way she looked the first time I saw her. I paused and held my hand to her cheek and then began snipping again.


After we had crossed the river and climbed a steep ridge of heavy sand, the track narrowed to two wheel marks bordered by thick acacia thornbush. For the rest of the day we slogged through heat, dust, and deep sand, on either side of us the dense scrub raking the sides of the Land Rover with a screeching that set our teeth on edge. In the late afternoon the spoor dead-ended. We found ourselves in a small dusty clearing where tumbleweeds blew past a crumbling mud hut and a tin watering trough for cattle. We sat wondering where we had gone wrong.


A gnarled, knobby old man – all elbows, knees, and knuckles – with a gnarled, knobby walking stick, appeared from the bushes. His wife and four spindly boys, dressed in little more than leather sashes, led a line of bony cattle through the blowing dust toward the watering trough.


I waved. “Hello!”


“Hello!” one of the boys shouted back. They all laughed.


“Ah, they can speak English,” I thought.


“Could you help us? We’re lost.” I got out of the truck and began unfolding our map.


“Hello,” said the boy again. They all crowded around. “Hello-hello-hello – ”


I put away the map and took another tack.


“Ma-kal-a-ma-bedi?” I asked, holding my palms out and up, hoping they could understand the name of the fence line that would point us into the Kalahari. The skinniest and most garrulous boy scrambled onto the hood of the Land Rover and pointed back up the spoor; the three others joined him. We drove up the track, all of us laughing. The boys bounced on the hood, their twitching fingers showing us the way.


A few minutes later they all began pounding on the truck simultaneously. I stopped. They jumped off and pointed east through the bush. At first we did not understand. Then, standing next to them, we could see a faint line leading away through the savanna, an old survey cut-line running east. It was our only option. We were determined not to go back to Maun without having found Deception Valley.


We thanked the boys, gave them a paper bag of sugar, and set off. “Hello-hello-hello!” They shouted and waved as we disappeared into the bush.


Early the next morning we came to the fence – weathered posts and five strands of wire running straight across our path as far north and south as we could see. We turned south, and hours later the barrier was still beside us, a great scar across the savanna. It was irritating to us then, but someday it would give us cause to hate the very sight of it.


We slept along the fence that night. The next morning, with the truck churning on through the sand, our backs became sweaty against the seat, and we were covered with a layer of dust and grass seed. Suddenly, the fence ended: There was nothing left but sand, thornscrub, grass, and heat. Two wheel tracks continued on through the grass, becoming fainter . . . and fainter . . . until, like a distant memory, they disappeared. Now we were driving over mostly flat grass savanna and occasional low sand ridges covered with lush green bushes and stands of trees. Was this the Kalahari Desert? Where were the great shifting sand dunes?


There was no way to be certain of our position. We consulted the map and calculated the number of miles we must have come south from Maun. Then we turned west. We would drive twenty more miles. If we hadn’t found Deception Valley by then, we would have to find our way back to Maun.


Eighteen . . . nineteen . . . nineteen point six . . . and just as we were about to give up all hope, we crested the top of a large dune. Below us lay the gentle slopes and open plain of Deception Valley, an ancient fossilized river channel meandering through forested sand dunes. Herds of springbok, gemsbok, and hartebeest grazed peacefully on the old grass-covered riverbed, where water used to flow. The blue sky was stacked high with white puffs of cloud. Deception was incredibly serene and all we had hoped it would be. It was May 2, 1974, almost five months since we had left the United States, and we had found our place in Africa. Home, as it would turn out, for the next seven years.


The gentle dune face led us into the valley. We crossed the dry riverbed, and the springbok hardly bothered to lift their heads from the grass as we passed. On the western edge, we found a solitary island of acacia trees that would provide shelter and give a panoramic view. It would be a good campsite.


On the move for months, lugging our shelter with us wherever we went, we had begun to feel like a turtle with a steel shell. Already it felt good to be putting down roots.


It didn’t take long to set up our first base camp: We tied our cloth sacks of mealie-meal and flour in an acacia tree to keep them safe from rodents, stacked our few tinned foods at the base of the tree, and arranged the pots and pans along a limb. Then we gathered firewood. With no shelter other than our tiny pack tent, we would sleep in the Grey Goose for the rest of the year.


Delia made a fire and brewed some tea while I unloaded our old red drum and rolled it beneath the acacia tree. It held the only water for thousands of square miles.
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 . . . if one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours . . . If you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that is where they should be. Now put the foundations under them.


– Henry David Thoreau





Squeezed by pressure from above, hour by hour, molecules of water sweated through the flakes of rust. Outside they coalesced: A drop grew. Swollen and heavy, the droplet ran along the battered rim. Finally losing its grip, it splattered quietly into a furrow of thirsty sand and disappeared. Above, on the rim, another drop had already taken its place.


Days passed. The drops continued their march from the rust, to the rim, to the sand. The drum’s wound opened still farther . . . the drops came more quickly, spat-spat-spatting into the dark stain hidden from the sun.


A near total silence crept in on me when I opened my eyes and gazed at the Land Rover ceiling. A moment’s confusion; where was I? I turned to the window. A gnarled acacia tree loomed outside, its limbs held up in silhouette against the greying sky. Beyond the tree, in soft, easy lines, the wooded sand dunes descended to the riverbed. Morning, our first in Deception Valley, grew in the sky far beyond the dunes.


Delia stirred. We listened to Africa waking around us: A dove cooed from the acacia, a jackal wailed with a quavering voice, and from far away to the north the bellow of a lion rolled in, heavy and insistent. A lone kestrel hovered, its wings fluttering against a sky turning fiery orange.


Grunts and snorts sounded from outside – very close. Quietly, slowly, Delia and I sat up and peered through the window. Just outside camp was a herd of at least 3000 springbok, small gazelles with horns a foot long turned inward over their heads. Their faces were boldly painted with white and black bars running from their eyes along their muzzles. They looked theatrical, like marionettes, as they grazed the dew-sodden grasses, some of them only fifteen yards from us. A few young females stared at us with deep, liquid eyes while quietly munching stems of grass. But most of the herd grazed, their stomachs rumbling and tails flicking, without looking our way. Easing ourselves up against the back of the front seat, we sat in our bed and watched two yearling bucks lock horns in a sparring match.


Though they hardly appeared to be moving, within twenty minutes the antelope had drifted more than 100 yards away. I started to speak, to try to express what I was feeling, when Delia pointed to the east. A black-backed jackal, first cousin to the American coyote, but smaller and with a sly, foxy face and a saddle of black hair over his back, trotted into our tree island and began sniffing around last night’s campfire. Considered vermin and shot on sight in most of Africa, jackals usually run at the first sign of man. This one walked up to a tin coffee mug left near the coals, clamped the rim in his teeth, and inverted the cup over his nose. Looking right and left before ambling calmly out of camp, he surveyed our few belongings, and then shot us a glance, as if to say, “I’ll be back for more later.”


It’s difficult to describe the excitement and joy we felt. We had found our Eden. Yet we were very anxious not to disturb the intricate patterns of life that were going on around us. Here was a place where creatures did not know of man’s crimes against nature. Perhaps, if we were sensitive enough to the freedom of these animals, we could slip unnoticed into this ancient river valley and carefully study its treasures without damaging it. We were determined to protect one of the last untouched corners of earth from ourselves.


Hoofbeats, thousands of them – the air shuddered. The springbok herd was charging south along the riverbed. I grabbed the field glasses, and we kicked out of our sleeping bags and jumped from the Land Rover into the tall, wet grass. Eight wild dogs bounded down the valley after the antelope. When they were abreast of camp, two of the predators veered straight toward us.


Delia quickly reopened the back door of the truck, but by then the dogs, their gold-and-black patchwork coats wet with dew, stood no more than five yards away. Their bold, dark eyes looked us up and down. We stayed still; several seconds passed while they leaned toward us, their noses twitching, their ragged tails raised. Then, with dark muzzles held high, they began to come closer, putting one paw carefully in front of the other. Delia edged toward the door. I squeezed her hand – it was not a time to move. The dogs stood hardly more than an arm’s length away, staring as though they had never seen anything quite like us before.


A growl rose deep from the chest of the one with a swatch of golden fur dangling from his neck; his body trembled and his black nostrils flared. Both of them spun around and, rearing up, placed their forepaws on each other’s shoulders, as if dancing a jig. Then they loped away, following the rest of the pack.


We pulled on our clothes, started the truck, and followed. Working as a team, the pack split the herd into three smaller groups and began to run each group, alternately, around the riverbed. The lead dog spotted a yearling that apparently seemed vulnerable. After being chased nearly a mile, wild-eyed and breathing heavily, the springbok began to zigzag sharply. The dog seized his prey high on its hind leg and dragged down the ninety-pound buck. Eight minutes later it had been consumed, and the dogs trotted to the shade of a tree island, where they would rest for the day. It was not our last encounter with “Bandit” and his pack.


Back in camp, we rolled up our sleeping bags, dug some powdered milk and raw oatmeal from the food box beneath, and washed it down with swigs from the canteen. After breakfast we set out to explore the dry riverbed as a study site.


The springbok had quieted down after the hunt and were again grazing in a line stretched across our path. Moving slowly and stopping when any of the animals began to show alarm, I eased the truck gingerly through the herd. We would have driven around them, but they were everywhere, so we took great care not to drive more than about three miles per hour or to make any sudden movements or noises that might frighten them. They did not yet have a negative impression of man or his vehicles, and we took every precaution to avoid giving them one.


Deception Valley is the remains of an ancient river that last flowed through the Kalahari about 16,000 years ago, at a time when rainfall was much more generous than it is today. But the land and its weather have always been fickle, and as it had done at least three times before, the climate turned arid, leaving the body of the river mummified in sand. The ancient riverbed remains in remarkable detail, a narrow ribbon of grassland wandering through dunes. It is so well preserved that when we drove along it we could easily imagine water flowing where grasses now wave in the wind.


Because it often receives somewhat more than ten inches of rainfall, the Central Kalahari is not a true desert. It has none of the naked, shifting sand dunes that typify the Sahara and other great deserts of the world. In some years the rains may exceed twenty – once even forty – inches, awakening a magic green paradise.


On the other hand, as we would learn later, all moisture received is soon either lost by evaporation, absorbed by the sands, or transpired by the vegetation. More dramatically, sometimes it may hardly rain at all for several years. So there is seldom a surplus of moisture: no secret springs, no lakes of standing water, no streams. The Kalahari is unique in this respect, a land of great contrasts, a semidesert with no oasis. It has no seasons as we know them. Instead, there are three distinct phases: the rains, which may begin anytime from November to January and last through March, April, or May; a cold-dry spell from June through August; and the hot-dry season, from September through December, or until the rains come again. We had arrived in Deception Valley after the rains and before the cold-dry season.


The sandy slopes, covered with grasses and thornbushes, rose from the old riverbanks to the dune crests, more than a mile away on both sides. The dune tops were capped with woodlands of Combretum, Terminalia, and Acacia, which, together with the mixed bush and grass communities, reached deep into the sand and prevented it from shifting.


Different zones of vegetation lay like tiers of a cake between the riverbed grasslands and the dune crest woodlands, and each community had something special to offer the various birds and animals there: Various species of plains antelope, mostly springbok and gemsbok, grazed short, nutritious grasses on the riverbed. Steenbok, duiker, hartebeest, and eland fed on taller, more fibrous grasses and leaves along the duneslope. Farther upslope, near the dune top, giraffe and greater kudu browsed on the leaves and fruits of the woodlands. Surely the concentration of antelope in our small area would attract predators such as lions, leopards, cheetahs, jackals, and spotted hyenas.


On our first drive, we began to name some of the landmarks that would help us pinpoint important observations and determine the ranges of the animals we would be studying. Clumps of acacia and ziziphus trees looked like small, round islands in the river of grass, and soon we knew them by such names as Eagle Island, Tree Island, Bush Island, and Lion Island. A bush-covered sand tongue protruding into the riverbed became Acacia Point; a bush where a family of bat-eared foxes slept became Bat Bush. Eventually each promiment feature had a name, for orientation and for easy reference.


Deception Valley seemed the perfect place to launch our predator research. Unlike the Makgadikgadi, the fossil river habitat provided a specific focus for the antelope prey populations, enabling us to locate our predator subjects consistently for observation.


The difficulties and dangers of operating in such an isolated area were obvious. Unlike research projects in most other parts of Africa, there was no nearby place to get water and food, and there were no dwellings, no contact with other humans, and no one to rescue us in an emergency. In fact, if we died, it was unlikely that anyone would realize it for months. Although we did not consider this remoteness a disadvantage, we would have to deal with some serious logistical problems: We faced an expensive 140-mile round trip to the Boteti River when the water in our drum ran out. Despite our efforts to ration ourselves to a gallon each a day since leaving Maun, we had finished half of the water in the Land Rover’s inboard tank and much of that in our jerricans. I was glad we had another full drum. Especially after our Makgadikgadi experiences, we were very aware that the two absolute essentials for survival in the Kalahari were water and the truck.


In spite of these difficulties, we were certain that our predator research, along with an ecological analysis of soils, plant communities, and seasonal rainfall and humidity patterns, would reveal the dynamic workings of the entire fossil river system. Such a broad approach was necessary because no one had ever done research in this area and there was no background information available. We felt privileged to be breaking this new ground, but it would involve a lot of hard work apart from watching predators.


Considering our critical shortage of operating money, our primary subject would have to be a species that was fairly easy to observe, so we wouldn’t have to go chasing all over the countryside, burning up precious gasoline to find it. It should also be an animal about which little was known, which would help to make our research more attractive to potential sponsors.


For days, in the mornings and afternoons, we sat on top of the Land Rover watching the antelope herds at various points on the riverbed, waiting for signs of a predator. Though we saw lions, jackals, cheetahs, and wild dogs, for one reason or another none of these would do. Since they all had been studied in other parts of Africa, we worried that we would be unable to attract a grant by researching them. Both wild dogs and cheetahs were rare and highly mobile in the Kalahari; they would be difficult to find and observe regularly. Furthermore, the cheetahs we saw were very wary – apparently with good reason. We heard later that Bushmen often chase them off their kills and appropriate the carcasses for themselves.


To help us decide which predator we should study, we took notes on any that we could find. In the process, we came to realize something that set the direction of our research for years to come: Night belongs to the carnivores of the Kalahari.


Purple-black and darker than the night, the supple dunes slept beside the ancient river. The sky sparkled with points of starlight and meteors streaked through the atmosphere. Below, the grasses, dry and tan before the dry season, reflected the celestial light, as if the river moved again.


I switched off the motor and the spotlight stabbed into the darkness. Eyes, thousands of them, shone like globes of phosphor. Behind the eyes the springbok herd rested, the vague curves of their horns and the bold white stripes on their faces showing above the grass. Some began to stand, nervously raising and lowering their heads. I swung the light away to a tree. Another eye, a larger one, stared down like a shiny maible from the treetop. A giraffe was browsing on acacia leaves.


We soon learned to recognize the various animals at night by the color and movements of their eye reflections, and by their height above the grass. A jackal’s reflected yellow and jogged along just above the grass-heads. A lion’s eyes were also yellow, but larger and higher above the ground, and they swung from side to side slightly as the animal walked.


We were driving back from making observations one night, watching along the spotlight’s beam and trying to make out the dim forms of our camp trees. Suddenly, eyes that we had never before seen were reflected in the light; they were emerald-green and wide-set. A dark, bearlike form covered with long, flowing hair moved through the outer reaches of the light. It stood quite tall at the shoulder and had a large, squarish head, but its hindquarters were dwarfed, as if stunted, and it had a long bushy tail. It was walking quickly away from us. I eased my foot down on the accelerator pedal, and we strained through the cracked and yellowed windshield to hold it in sight. Moving faster, it seemed to glide across the savanna like some dark, shaggy ghost. Then it was gone.


Back at camp, we thumbed through our guidebook to the larger animals of Africa. Aardwolf? Spotted hyena? Aardvark? It certainly hadn’t been a cat. None of the descriptions or pictures seemed to fit. We hadn’t had a good view of it, but whatever the animal was, it was not common. Sitting cross-legged on our bedrolls in the back of the Land Rover, we paged through the book and back again, a flickering kerosene lantern hanging between us. Smaller than a spotted hyena, larger than an aardwolf, the wrong range for a striped hyena – but from its proportions, it definitely was a hyena. We finally decided it could only have been Hyaena brunnea, a brown hyena, one of the rarest and least-known large carnivores on earth.


What a stroke of luck! Here was an endangered species that had never before been studied in the wild and about which practically nothing was known. Anything we learned would be a contribution to science and important in the conservation of rare and endangered species. It seemed the perfect animal on which to focus our research.


Though they were entirely nocturnal, and secretive, we continued to see the brown hyenas, if only for fleeting seconds, when we jolted along over the riverbed. Their habits would make them difficult to study, but we grew more and more curious about them. Every night, beginning at dusk, we combed the riverbed with the truck and spotlight, looking for them. Left – right, right – left, I swung the light for hours as we drove slowly along. It was a frustrating business. Jackals, bat-eared foxes, korhaans, plovers, and wild cats were everywhere in the thick grass. Occasionally we did pick up those wide-set emerald eyes, but they were always at the outer limits of the spotlight, moving quickly away into the darkness.


Early one morning near the end of May, after a long disappointing night searching for hyenas, we reached camp stiff and sore, aching for sleep. Next to the fireplace stood a jackal, his feet planted solidly apart, his muzzle buried deep in our black iron stewing pot. Daring yellow eyes peered over the rim at us; gravy dripped from his whiskers. He finished licking the pot clean, cocked his leg, peed on it, and trotted casually out of camp. As he disappeared into the night, we recognized, from his black, anchor-shaped tail patch, the jackal we had named “Captain,” a big, broad-chested male whom we saw often. He had a saddle of jet-black hair spiked with silver and a full, bushy tail.


Several nights later we sat watching a gemsbok carcass that had been abandoned by lions after they had eaten their fill. We were hoping a brown hyena would come by to scavenge. By 3:30 A.M., no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stay awake. Leaving Delia to watch for hyenas, I quietly unrolled my sleeping bag on the ground beside the Land Rover. After setting my shoes in the grass next to me, I slipped into the bag and bunched my shirt up to form a pillow.


I had just dropped into a sound sleep when my head suddenly bounced on the hard ground. I sat up and fumbled for my flashlight. Five yards away a jackal was in high-speed reverse, dragging away the shirt he had yanked from beneath my head. “Hey! Drop that!” I was half amused, half annoyed, and still half asleep. I struggled out of my sleeping bag, scolding myself for having raised my voice; I might have frightened off a hyena. Then I began looking in the grass for my shoes. They, too, were gone.


This was more serious, because I didn’t have another pair. I hobbled after the jackal, the sharp stubble spiking my bare feet. In the beam of my flashlight I could see his beady eyes fixed on me as he hauled my shirt away through the grass. My feet nicked and stinging, I finally gave up the chase and huddled in the Land Rover until dawn, when I recovered the slobbered toe of one shoe and the tattered remains of my shirt. Captain, the pirate jackal, had struck again. Later that day I spent several hours sewing a pair of moccasins from two pieces of faded canvas.


At breakfast that morning the same thought struck Delia and me at the same time. While driving around the riverbed for hours each night, waiting for these timid brown hyenas to get used to us, why not find out what we could about jackals? They had never been studied in an area like the Kalahari, so anything we learned about them would be new.


Every sunset, we began parking the truck on Cheetah Hill, a bush-covered bulge of sand that intruded onto the riverbed north of camp. With field glasses, notebooks, and a tin of corned beef, we would sit, each cradled in a spare tire atop the roofrack, watching the nightlife begin in Deception Valley.


Sometime before dusk Captain would usually stand from his favorite resting place near North Tree, point his muzzle to the sky, and call to his jackal neighbors. Then, his ears cocked, he would listen to the high-pitched wavering cries that answered from up and down the valley. He would scratch and shake his thick coat, the silver hairs along his black saddle shimmering in the fading twilight. After a deep stretch, he would be off, his keen muzzle spearing through the grasses as he jogged along hunting for mice. From Cheetah Hill we would note his direction, then move to intercept and follow him.


Steering and changing gears with my left hand, holding the light out the window with my right, I would try to keep pace and contact with Captain, staying from fifteen to twenty-five yards behind him. If we followed any closer, he would look back at us, obviously disturbed; any farther away and we would lose him in the grasses. Meanwhile, Delia, holding a flashlight over a notebook and compass on her lap, made notes on his behavior, the directions in which he traveled, the distances, and habitat types. The binoculars lay on the seat between us so that either of us could grab them and describe what was happening. With some practice, our technique worked very well. We could see the species of bird, and often the kind of rat or mouse, that Captain caught before it had been chomped down. And by driving to the spot in the grass where he had been nosing about, we usually discovered a line of frenzied termites or ants he had just lapped with his tongue.


One night in early June, soon after the theft of my shoes, we were following Captain when, without warning and with incredible speed, he took off after a steenbok fawn. I accelerated, and we managed to keep him in sight during a long chase that involved several complete circles, before he disappeared. But after that, no matter which direction we took, we could not spot the lantern we had hung high on a limb in camp to guide us back after dark. Captain had led us out of the stretch of riverbed that was familiar to us, and he had changed directions so frequently that he had scrambled our mileage and compass readings. We could not backtrack with any certainty. We were lost.


With less than a quart of water on board the Land Rover, we could not risk driving farther from camp. So we stopped for the night. From the roofrack the next morning, we could see North Tree on the riverbed about a mile away; our camp was about the same distance south from there. Heading back, I decided that I would tap the red water drum that day and fill a jerrican, and from then on always keep it with us in the truck. There had been no rain for weeks. Each day was cloudless, the savanna drier than the day before. If we got lost again without water, it might be more serious than having to spend one night away from the shelter of our tree island.


Back in camp, while Delia began to make our breakfast, I took a wrench from the toolbox and carried one of our empty jerricans and a length of siphon hose to the drum. I laid the wrench in the bung to unscrew it. A hollow, empty sound rang from deep inside.


It just couldn’t be . . . I dropped the wrench and pushed the drum. It toppled over and rolled aside – empty. All that was left of our water was a patch of dampness in the sand.


“Delia! There’s no water in this blasted drum!” I stooped to look at the rusted bottom, and then I kicked the damned thing. Delia was as shocked as I was. In a small voice, she asked, “Mark, what are we going to do? Can we make it to the river?”


The Boteti River was nearly a full day’s drive away through the heat, sand, and thornscrub. We had less than a quart of water in the truck, and we needed much more than that just to keep the motor cool. If it ran dry and seized up, we would be in a lot worse trouble. How could I have been so stupid! Each day I had measured the level of gasoline in the large inboard tank in the Land Rover to make sure we had enough to get to Maun. I thought we had plenty of water – but I should have looked! We stared at the damp spot as if to will the water out of the ground. I fought off a growing uneasiness. This was just the type of situation we should have avoided.


“We’ll have to go tonight when the air is cool, so we won’t have to use so much water in the radiator,” I said, putting my arms around Delia. There was nothing else to do.


That afternoon we climbed into the Land Rover to leave for the river. I fumbled with the ignition key, switching it over and over. “Come on, you son of a bitch!” My throat was tight with anger and rising fear. There was nothing but a deadpan click. I jumped out, ran to the front, and threw up the hood. “Try it again!” I called to Delia, then listened to the motor, trying to find out what was wrong.


From the time we had driven out of Gaborone on our way north to Maun, what I had feared most was being stranded somewhere far away from help with a broken-down Land Rover, which I could not fix because I lacked the talent, tools, and spare parts. Up to this point we had had continual minor problems with the worn-out vehicle: corroded battery cables, a discharging generator, punctured tires, and broken exhaust lines. I had always been able to make these relatively minor repairs. But now, as I peered under the hood and Delia worked the ignition switch, the tension settled heavy in my chest. The click that comes from a dead battery now had become a deeper, more ominous clunk, a sign that something much more serious had gone wrong.


I kept my worst fears to myself and went to work. It was dark by the time I discovered that the starter had come apart. Its ring gear had fallen into the flywheel housing and had jammed the motor, so hand-cranking was going to get us nowhere.


I found a piece of heavy wire and bent the end into a hook. We crawled under the truck. Delia held the flashlight for me as I slid the long wire into the housing, trying to feel my way past the flywheel. But through the wire everything felt the same; I could only guess where the engine was jammed.


About midnight we came out from under the truck. My knuckles and forehead were bleeding and smeared with grass chaff, oil, grease, and dirt. It seemed hopeless. I could not be certain that I had even touched the ring gear. I heaved on the crank. The motor turned slightly, and then stopped solidly.


We put some wood on the fire, and while we warmed ourselves and rested, I tried to think through our predicament. If we were going to survive this, the starter gear had to come out. We were both thirsty, but neither of us would drink. I looked at Delia, sitting beside the fire, her head on her arms. I felt utterly frustrated. I couldn’t think of anything else to try, and time was running out. Only a quart of water was left for the two of us.


Back at the truck I moved the crank counterclockwise until it stopped, then clockwise just slightly. I was sure the wire was long enough and must be touching the gear. For the rest of the night I bent the end into hooks of different shapes and inserted it at different angles, poking and probing into the housing while Delia held the light. When I could feel nothing move, I repositioned the engine and probed some more.


It was sometime after sunrise when I heard a clank. I hurried to the crank and turned the motor – it was free! We would rest through the day and set off at dusk.


This predicament made us realize that staying in an area as remote as Deception Valley was out of the question. Assuming that we were able to get to the river and return, how long before another crisis? And how many such crises would there be before a real disaster? The hard truth was that we just did not have enough money to do research in such a place. What little we had left would soon be consumed in trips to Maun for supplies, especially since we had no way to haul and store adequate quantities of water and gasoline. We would have to find a less remote place to work, a place less wild . . . and less free. It was a bitter realization. Two years of planning and working to save enough money for the expedition, five months of reconnaissance and study in Africa, all seemed to have drained away with our water into the sand. Though we had been in the Kalahari for little more than a month, we had already developed a deep attachment to this old riverbed and its animals, especially the ones, like Captain, whom we recognized.


We picked through a depressing breakfast of beans, a meal we had had three times a day for the last sixteen days, and then began loading the truck with our few belongings. The droning of an engine abruptly roused us from our apathy. A stubby green-and-white Land Rover bounced down the duneslope east of the riverbed, a long tail of dust rising behind it. We stood and watched it approach, completely amazed that there was another truck in the area. Before it had rolled to a stop a freckled, ruddy-faced man in baggy shorts, knee socks, and a knit shirt stretched over his round belly launched himself from the driver’s seat. His thin, greying hair was slicked straight back over his sunburned head, and his eyes crinkled with a smile. Kalahari sun, wind, and sand had etched his face deeply.


“Hello! Name’s Berghoffer, Bergie Berghoffer. You can call me Bergie. Someone in Maun told me that you two were out here somewhere, and when I crossed some truck spoor miles east of here, I figured it was you.” Rummaging in the back of his Land Rover, he called over his shoulder, “I reckon by now you might be needing some of this.” He set out some brown paper packets of goat meat, a bucket of mealie-meal with eggs buried inside – to keep them cool and protect them from breaking – potatoes, and coffee. While we were thanking him for about the twelfth time, he finally put up his hands and said with a wink, “It’s only a pleasure . . . I’m half Yank myself, you know.”


We were to learn later that Bergie had roamed the Kalahari for twenty-three years, living in bush camps while drilling mineral test holes for the Botswana Department of Surveys and Lands. He lived a nomadic existence, moving his camp from one area to another, usually far outside the game reserve. “I’d much rather never find anything out here except the animals – not sure I’d tell anyone if I did.” He said wryly. “I’m bloody glad someone is finally here to study the wildlife. No one ever has, you know. The Kalahari needs someone to be her champion.”


Bergie had a special affection for “Yanks” because his father was an American who had traveled to the Republic of South Africa with the Bill Cody Wild West Show. There he had met and married a woman of British extraction and had settled in the republic. Bergie reckoned it was his father’s yearning to travel that coursed through his own veins and kept him on the move and in the bush for most of his life.


“I’m sorry . . . wish we could offer you some tea or coffee,” I apologized. “But we’ve got a problem.” I showed him the empty drum.


“Well, a bit of bad luck, that.” He frowned, rubbing his chin. “Not to worry about the coffee, but what are you chaps going to do for water?”


I explained that we would be heading for the river, then Maun, and that we wouldn’t be able to come back to Deception. “Oh . . . I am sorry about that . . . that really is a bit of a bugger.” Looking out over the riverbed, he sighed.


“Tell you what.” He brightened. “You take this, just to be sure you get there.” He hefted a jerrican of water from the back of his Land Rover. “Now I’ll have that cup of coffee, if you don’t mind, missus.”


Despite our protests, Bergie would take none of the water with him to insure his safe return to his own camp. He had scarcely finished his coffee when he held his hand out to me.


“Okay, Mark, okay, Delia, I must be on my way – I’ll be seeing you.” Then he was gone, his Land Rover disappearing over the eastern dune.


Blind luck and Bergie’s generosity had provided us with more than enough water to get to the river – or to Maun, for that matter. We decided to spend one more night in Deception Valley. We hated to leave it, and besides, we were exhausted from the trials of the previous night.


Not an hour before we were to leave Deception Valley for good the next morning, Bergie was back, this time with a large flatbed truck and his drilling crew of eight natives. They unloaded a folding wooden table, two chairs, a heavy iron fire grate, a gas burner complete with cylinder, a small cooking tent with a big fly sheet, four drums of water, and some gasoline. Bergie was like a genie. He waved his arms and shouted orders to his crew, and as if by magic, a small camp appeared.


Almost before we had realized what was happening, he was gone, a wisp of dust vanishing across the dunes again. We stood in the middle of our instant camp staring after this whirling dervish of the Kalahari. In one swift gesture of unbelievable kindness, Bergie had made it possible for us to stay in Deception Valley, at least for a time, while we fought to get more research data and a grant.


We resumed our research, but it was not easy to observe and follow animals without a starter on the truck. Every day near dusk, when we found a jackal sleeping in the grass on the riverbed, we would park nearby, switch off the motor, and wait for it to get up and begin foraging. As soon as it stood and began to stretch, I would sneak to the front of the truck and crank the engine while Delia tried to keep her eye on the jackal moving away through the tall grass. The hand-cranking created such a terrific racket that it drew the attention of every creature for half a mile around. And whenever we were sitting with lions at night, it was a little disconcerting for me to turn my back on them in the dark, knowing that they were watching as I heaved on the crank.


Two weeks after Bergie had given us our camp, he was back with more water. While Delia was making coffee, he quietly took me by the arm and led me to his truck. “Now listen lad, if you expect to keep Delia in the Kalahari, you must spoil her a little. Every woman needs a hot bath!” He turned and pulled a tin tub from the back of his truck. “And does she have a looking glass?” Reaching through the window, he brought out a mirror. From the expression on Delia’s face when she saw these gifts, I knew Bergie had been right.
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