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‘Bringing the cheetahs back to India was a bold project to restore a lost species. Namibia’s role to give them for India’s founding population was central to it. The book chronicles this journey and is a “must-read” for all.’
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Even though this story has been set in Namibia, when I began to write it, I was reminded of a warm, mellow evening in April 2006 in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya.


I was visiting Kenya for some work from Mauritius, where, after joining the Indian Foreign Service in 1998 and a stint in Paris, I was posted as a young officer at the High Commission of India in Port Louis. Besides the official work in Nairobi, we had also taken some time off to see some of Kenya’s breathtaking, iconic sights: Amboseli National Park, where one could see the whole terrain gently curving upwards like a sheet thickly embroidered with green trees and shrubs, culminating in the snow-covered peak of the majestic Kilimanjaro; Lake Nakuru with its millions of flamingos that turn its waters to a feathered pink; and, of course, the Maasai Mara National Reserve, simply called Mara, the vast expanse of savannah that has been the stage for the epic annual migration of the wildebeest for over 1.5 million years, a spectacle of Mother Nature like no other. The landscape was made all the more alluring by the gorgeous Maasai people who lived on this ancient land.


Our weeklong trip had ended in Mara, and it was our last evening there. It had been a dream journey for a nature and wildlife enthusiast like me. One felt the magnetic pull of the land and its denizens. We were on our last safari in the national park, and the tour guide was talking animatedly to his colleagues on his walkie-talkie. He was on to something but refused to tell us what it was, since he wanted to give us a surprise.


After going back and forth a number of times on the game tracks, he eventually drove to a secluded spot. We looked ahead, and the delightful scene unfolding in front of us took our breath away. A cheetah mother was peacefully resting, while her cubs frolicked with each other a little way from her. We watched in silence, mesmerized by the stunning beauty of the family. Even if someone did not have an abiding interest in wildlife, environment and conservation, it was a sight to behold. The tranquillity of the scene, set in that ancient land where this beautiful species has roamed since time immemorial, remains forever etched in my mind.


This was not the last of the pleasant surprises that were in store for us, though. Next morning, as we finished our breakfast, checked out from the lovely Keekorok Lodge and climbed into our safari vehicle to leave the national park, our guide’s wireless set crackled to life once again. He immediately took a detour, and there was another handsome cheetah who seemed to have appeared just to bid us goodbye. We found him sitting on a grassy knoll, from which he began to descend upon seeing us, his lean, sinuous body an expression of muscular but delicate grace. We felt blessed and privileged to see these magnificent creatures in their natural habitat.
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Time passed. Many years later, in 2018, while posted in New Delhi at the Ministry of External Affairs, I was visiting Pune briefly to attend the concluding seminar of the Aspen Global Leadership Network Fellowship, of which I was a member. One evening, while I was in my room after a hectic day, preparing for the next engagement, the phone rang. It was a senior official calling from Delhi who congratulated me on my next assignment as India’s ambassador (high commissioner) to Namibia. I was somewhat taken aback, but the feeling soon gave way to a sense of anticipation for an assignment in Africa.


As a child growing up in the early 1980s in the small town of Ladnun, Rajasthan, where even TV transmission had not reached till that time, I had a wide-eyed wonder about the outside world, to which my only window was the town’s small library. Hindi translations of books like Out of Africa by Karen Blixen had introduced me to this unique continent. Later, historic, transformational events on the continent, like the Namibian independence in 1990 and the end of apartheid in South Africa in 1992, had felt like personal victories during our student days. Visiting Kenya many years thereafter, I had felt a magnetic pull and a deep connection to the land, a feeling difficult to describe, which could only be experienced firsthand in the vast savannah, where in the distant horizons the land and the sky seamlessly merge and dissolve into each other.


Namibia, known as the Land of the Brave, was registered in my memory for its fight for independence led by Sam Nujoma and the SWAPO Party, to which we were witness in our school days. It became a proud, free nation in 1990, shaking off the dark legacy of colonial occupation that began as the German South West Africa in 1884 and later descended into apartheid. Almost one-fourth the size of India, its population is only about three million, making it one of the most sparsely populated countries in the world. The land is rich in minerals, but most visitors are left spellbound by its real bounty, the striking landscape crafted by the Namib and Kalahari deserts and the Atlantic Ocean. Equally impressive are its people, who include ethnic groups such as the Hereros, the Ovambos, the Damaras and the Namas, as also the San, or the Bushmen, who are considered the oldest living human culture of the world.


I arrived in Namibia on 16 November 2018 and began my work in right earnest after having presented my credentials to the then President of Namibia, the late Hage Geingob.


Even before my arrival in Namibia, friends and colleagues had excitedly mentioned to me a proposal that had been mooted in the past – to bring cheetahs from Namibia to India.


Famous photographer and wildlife lover Mark Segal has rightly called cheetahs the ‘supermodels’ of the cat world, given their feline charm and slim, streamlined shape sculpted to perfection by Mother Nature for running. Delicate they may be, but they are easily recognized for the distinction of being the fastest land animal in the world, capable of hitting the top speed of 105 kmph while hunting. What is more, a cheetah can accelerate from 0 to 95 kmph in just about three seconds, a feat equalled only by the fastest cars man has ever designed. At top speed, in one single stride, it can cover as much as 20 feet. Its thick tail acts as a rudder, allowing for quick turns. Running does tire out cheetahs quickly, and they must rest after covering, say, about 1,500 feet, to avoid overheating. Interestingly, the spots on its body, which can be as many as 3,000, are not just on the fur but on the skin too.


The black tear marks that curve down from the eyes to the nose are considered to help reduce glare from the harsh sun for better vision, but according to African legend, the cheetah is crying because it can’t tell if it is a dog or a cat! A Zulu tale narrates the story of a lazy hunter who stole the cubs from a cheetah mother to falsely claim his hunting prowess. He was soon found out and disgraced by the village elders, and the cubs were reunited with the mother, but her prolonged crying for her cubs left permanent tear marks for all cheetahs to carry.


The cheetah used to be one of the most widely distributed of land animals and was found over large swathes of Africa and Asia. The cat that was fastest seems to be headed for oblivion just as fast today: their numbers are estimated to have fallen from 1,00,000 around the year 1900 to only about 7,100 all over the world now. Humans and hunting are the number-one cause of their decline. It has disappeared from all of Asia, except for a small number in Iran, and has also declined all over Africa. Namibia is home to more wild cheetahs than any other country and is estimated to have a fifth of their global population, so it is considered the cheetah capital of the world.


These handsome cats had once also roamed across the length and breadth of India. There are plentiful accounts and paintings, written or painted over several centuries, showing the kings and the rulers of India capturing, training, rearing and keeping cheetahs for royal pursuits and hunting. A Mughal miniature painting named The Raven Addresses the Animals, currently in the British Museum, painted around the year 1590 CE by Miskin, a famous painter in the Mughal court, shows, amidst a profusion of animals, including one or two imaginary ones, almost all the big cats that India has been fortunate to have – the tiger, the lion, the leopard, the cheetah, even the caracal.


A miniature painting in my private collection, dating approximately from the nineteenth century, depicts a scene from the epic Ramayana – Sita’s abduction by Ravana. Interestingly, it shows in the background a coalition of two cheetahs crouched and patiently stalking blackbucks in a land dotted with scrub.


Indiscriminate hunting during the colonial period, as well as the loss of the cheetah’s natural habitat, which also saw a decline of its prey base, had a devastating effect on the survival of this delicate species. The cheetah went extinct in India around the time of Independence and was officially declared so in 1952. It remained the only large carnivore to have suffered this fate in India.


The cheetah’s disappearance was a regrettable loss, as it had been present in the fabric of Indian civilization throughout. The very name of the species – ‘cheetah’ – comes from the Sanskrit chitraka, meaning ‘the spotted one’.


As renowned wildlife expert Divyabhanusinh writes in his remarkably well-researched and detailed account, End of a Trail: The Cheetah in India,* Neolithic cave paintings in central India, estimated to be up to 10,000 to 20,000 years old, depict the cheetah. His book has an interesting chapter devoted to the mention of the cheetah in Sanskrit and pre-Mughal records, and among the most interesting are passages in the Manasollasa, which describe 21 types of hunts undertaken by kings, of which one describes how such hunting was done with trained cheetahs, then considered a type of tiger. In texts of medieval times, the cheetah, called yuz in Persian, starts appearing from about the twelfth century CE, which becomes prolific in the texts and miniature paintings produced in Mughal courts.


Thomas Caverhill Jerdon, who was a surgeon in the Madras army of the East India Company, writing in his book The Mammals of India, 1867,* states:


The Hunting Leopard (Acinonyx jubatus) is found throughout Central and part of Southern India, and in the north-west from Kandeish, through Sindh and Rajpootana to the Punjab. It is also found in south-western Asia, as far as Syria and Mesopotamia, and throughout Africa. It is stated to exist in Ceylon but I doubt its occurrence there. I have met with it myself in the Deccan, near Jaulna, and near Saugor in Central India, in both cases in tolerably open ground where the common antelope was abundant. In the one instance I turned it out of a small low bér bush along with a jackal that was keeping it company; and near Saugor I saw a pair of them stalking some nilghai in mid-day. I had one young one brought to me also at Saugor, only a very few days old. It was clad with long hair of a greenish fawn colour without spots, and it was not for several days that I recognized it to be the Cheeta; the cheek stripe was the first mark that appeared. Antelope, Gazelle, and Nilgai are said to be its chief food in the wild state, but it is said occasionally to carry sheep off. Native shikaris assert that it usually has its lair among rocks, and feeds only every third day, sleeping the two others.


E.P. Gee, in The Wildlife of India* wrote:


The sad finale to cheetahs in India was in the cold weather of 1947–8 when a certain ‘sportsman’ shot three males in the same place by artificial light at night, violating the ethics of sportsmanship… So a famous and well-known wild animal of India, the product of several million years of evolutionary development, has been wiped out by man, who is powerless to recreate even the simplest living thing.


The disappearance of the cheetah created a void in our ecosystem. There are many instances all over the world where the loss of a predator species has had a huge, negative impact on the ecosystem that contained them earlier. As they say, everything is connected to everything else in nature. It would therefore only be natural for us to fill this gap by restoring the species to India’s wilds. This would be not just a sound ecological imperative but also a civilizational obligation for the people of India, and for them to undo the colonial legacy of rampant, indiscriminate hunting that led to the destruction of the species.


Bringing the cheetah back to India and preserving its natural habitat would also help save other threatened species belonging to the same ecosystems, such as the caracal, the Indian wolf, and the endangered bustards, such as the houbara, the lesser florican and the great Indian bustard.


It was therefore not a surprise that soon after the cheetah went extinct in India, discussions to bring it back began. For the past several decades, plans and studies had been undertaken to reintroduce them to India’s wilds. Namibia, called the cheetah capital of the world, had been discussed as the source country.
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Once I settled into my new role, among all the work we were doing at the Indian High Commission, I also started looking into the background of this proposal. It was understood that in 2012, India had sought cheetahs from Namibia, but the Government of Namibia had expressed its inability to provide the cats to India. It had cited Namibia’s annual quota, permitted under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), to export about 150 hunting trophies (in other words, up to 150 cheetahs could be hunted every year in Namibia and their trophies could be exported). It had said that the quota was all for use by the local farmers. This was a major setback for India’s request, but soon thereafter, in May 2012, the Supreme Court of India, in any case, stayed the reintroduction of the cheetah, and there were no further developments on it.


It was only in the year 2020, after a gap of several years, that things started moving once again. Responding to a petition filed by the National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA), the Supreme Court in January 2020 allowed the cheetah’s reintroduction in a calibrated, scientific manner on an experimental basis at a carefully chosen location. An expert committee appointed by the Court was to supervise the reintroduction project and submit its report to the Court periodically. Even this time, before the Supreme Court’s nod could translate into action, the COVID-19 pandemic hit the world, and things came to a standstill for several months.


After I arrived in Namibia in late 2018, I had keenly followed the work of Dr Laurie Marker, a remarkable conservationist who has devoted her whole life to saving cheetahs. After Namibia achieved independence in 1990, she had shifted from the United States to Namibia and, for more than three decades, worked tirelessly to save the cheetah. She had founded the Cheetah Conservation Fund (CCF), located close to the town of Otjiwarongo. The town is located in the central part of Namibia, and its name means ‘beautiful place’ in the Herero language. It is the capital of the Otjozondjupa Region, which is about the size of South Korea and has the ideal terrain for cheetahs. The land is populated by the proud Herero people, one of the largest ethnic groups in Namibia.


Ably managed by her partner, Dr Bruce Brewer, CCF was not only rescuing cheetahs that were captured or injured by farmers and releasing them back into the wild, but also conducting valuable scientific research, educating communities and spreading awareness of the need for the conservation of the cheetah.


In the vastness of central Namibia, almost all the land has been divided into large private farms. Each farm covers 8,000–10,000 hectares or even more, sizes that are unheard-of in India. The farm owners did not like it if the cheetahs on their land killed their cattle once in a while. The farmers would then either shoot the cheetahs or trap them. CCF estimates that during the 1980s alone, almost 7,000 cheetahs were killed in such a manner, which led to their population being cut down by half. When CCF was established and word about its work spread, the orphaned babies of the cheetahs that were killed or the ones that were trapped would be brought to CCF, where Laurie would take care of them and try to rewild them. During her work, she had rewilded over 600 cheetahs, an incredible feat worthy of high accolades. It is worth noting that Laurie and CCF had also been engaging with Indian experts for a long time on the reintroduction-into-India project. In 2009, Vivek Menon and the Wildlife Trust of India were the driving force in facilitating a key meeting on the reintroduction, of which she was a part.


In July 2019, we received details of CCF’s Annual Day celebrations that were planned at the Windhoek Country Club. My son, Ishaan, and I went with much enthusiasm to attend it. It was a useful educational experience about CCF’s work, of which a remarkable feature was their livestock-guarding dog programme. Under this programme, CCF breeds Anatolian dogs, which grow to be of massive size, and hands these over to local farmers to protect their livestock. These fierce-looking but gentle giants ferociously stand their ground against cheetahs and even leopards to protect their goat or cattle herds, and on the farms where these dogs worked, the incidents of livestock kills by these predators, the main reason for farmers to hunt them, had plummeted to near zero. Thus, the dogs had proven a great success and were a valuable tool in protecting cheetahs.


I told Laurie that we looked forward to working with her. She, Bruce and the entire CCF team became good friends with us eventually. On that day, though, little did we know that COVID-19 would hit in a few months, and life would come to a standstill for all of us for a fairly long period.


Once the first wave of COVID-19 lockdowns subsided, the project picked up again. In March 2021, word arrived from India that we wanted to engage Laurie and CCF for the cheetah reintroduction project, now that the Supreme Court had given the green light for it. My views, as high commissioner, were sought. I immediately sent my recommendation that we do so, given both Laurie’s and CCF’s impeccable record in conservation. My recommendation was accepted, and a letter of invitation was sent for Laurie to visit India to discuss the project further. Separately, views had also been sought from our High Commission in South Africa about engaging South African experts for the project.


The era of online meetings had dawned, and hence we promptly set up a Zoom meeting to discuss the next steps. From CCF, Laurie, Bruce and Susan Yannetti, their media manager based in New York, joined, while from our side our colleagues from NTCA, the Wildlife Institute of India (WII), as also Dr M.K. Ranjitsinh, the bureaucrat–conservationist well-known for his contributions to wildlife protection and enaction of enabling legislation, and my senior in civil service, now retired, who was also the head of the committee appointed by the Supreme Court to monitor the project, joined us.


When I look back, this was really the first meeting that got things going on the cheetah project. As we assembled virtually from different parts of the world, we had a detailed agenda in front of us. We discussed in depth the Cheetah Action Plan prepared by the Government of India, to first bring cheetahs into India, and subsequently for their carefully calibrated release into Kuno National Park in Madhya Pradesh.
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