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The author filming garter snakes in Canada

James Gray’s first attempt at wildlife filming was a half-hour programme on damsel flies, which was screened by Survival Anglia in 1973. Since then, his work has taken him all over the world; his television credits include work on Living Planet, Trials of Life and Life of Birds, all with David Attenborough. Two of his films have won Wildscreen Panda Awards, the highest accolade for a wildlife programme: Polar Bears: Shadows on the Ice for ITV, and The Singing Apes of Khao Yai for the BBC. When not travelling abroad, James Gray lives in a small village in Oxfordshire with his wife and two daughters.
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Prologue


IT WAS ONE OF THOSE RARE and beautiful moments, and it brought me something of a revelation. As moments go, it might not have been to everybody’s taste, but it was my moment, and I thought it was damn near perfect. It came while I was sitting on a hillside in the Abruzzi Mountains of central Italy and that skyline of craggy peaks makes an ideal backdrop for a revelation. In front of me stood my camera with my biggest telephoto lens on the front of it. When I peered down the viewfinder I could just about make out something large and dark being swallowed by the gathering dusk. Having watched it all day, I knew I was looking at the carcass of a cow that the park authorities had dragged there the evening before. I was there with the sole purpose of filming the gourmets this tasty morsel was intended for. Bears.


The bears of the Abruzzi are some of the few surviving brown bears in Western Europe, and they are well protected. The autumn feeding regime was introduced some time ago so as to ensure that the bears can go into hibernation fat enough to sleep right through till spring. The park authorities also hope that by putting out food, the wolves that are the other great boast of the park might not kill quite so many sheep on the nearby farms. Personally, I would have been thrilled to film a wolf or two feeding on my dead cow because I love wolves, but the bears were what we were really after.


Shortly after I had settled in, the sun came up over my right shoulder, and I watched it all day as it travelled across an immaculate blue sky. All day I sat on those rocks and they became harder, sharper and lumpier by the hour. All day I gazed at the carcass, willing a bear to appear. The morning’s excitement had been a fox that came and tried to eat a bit of cow, but it was clearly out of its league. That was about it for the morning and the afternoon was slightly less eventful, so by evening I had to recognise that I was not going to film a bear that day. But then, just as the sun finally set, a thin crescent moon rose. I was gazing at the moon when my moment came. Unannounced, the wolves started howling. Their glorious greeting to the new moon echoed round the mountains and sent a shiver of excitement and fear down my spine.


And the revelation? When the wolves finally stopped their chorus, the reality of the situation struck me. I am a professional wildlife cameraman. My job is to bring back the best possible images of the wild for the TV screens of the world. But the best times, the pure champagne moments, the nuggets that will live with me till I die, rarely end up on film. Time and again it seems to be too dark, or the animal is too far away or too close or something like a rock obscures the action. For any one of a dozen reasons, the very best experiences are no more than images in my head, and I decided to write this book so as to share some of them.




CHAPTER ONE
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Damsels, Distress and Success


IN A LEAFY OUTER-LONDON SUBURB, a boy lay on his bed. He was about twelve years old, and he lay on his back watching a man. The man had fair hair roughly like the boy’s, but there the similarity ended. The boy was rather over-weight, and his friends at school called him ‘Tubby’, but the man was tall, lean and tanned. In fact, as the boy watched him, the man seemed to become a little taller and leaner.


The man stood up and now the boy could see that he was wearing boots with khaki shorts and a bush shirt. He picked up his hat and a rifle before he walked out of the tent. His eyes scanned the familiar skyline where he could make out the crater of Ngoro-goro, Mount Kilimanjaro, the Serengeti and all the lakes of the East African rift valley. As far as the eye could see the plains swarmed with game – wildebeest, elephant, zebra, giraffe, buffalo, and he knew there were lions out there too. Today he was after the lions, but as he took his binoculars from the camp table, his beautiful wife came up to him.


‘Do be careful James,’ she said.


‘I’m always careful darling,’ he replied. ‘All I need is one shot, and I’m going to get it today.’


He walked over to his Land Rover, checked his film gear and climbed in. As he drove off, the boy heard a familiar voice.


‘Supper’s ready James,’ shouted my mother. ‘Come on down and don’t forget to wash your hands.’


I am not sure when I started dreaming about becoming a wildlife cameraman, but I devoted hours and years of my childhood to my fantasy. Much of the rest of my time I devoted to studying first natural history and then, more formally, biology. I was fascinated by the subject, and it all became part of my plan to become a cameraman.


After school and a degree in zoology, I joined a very select band: those who read the credits at the end of TV programmes. I was of course watching all the wildlife programmes, and with time, one name came to stand out from the others. The credit was as ‘Executive Producer’ for a series of BBC programmes that I particularly liked. The series was called Private Lives, and the producer’s name was Jeffrey Boswell.


With the brashness of youth, I phoned him and explained that I wanted to be a wildlife cameraman. I told him all about my degree, my fascination with wildlife and my lifelong yearning to do the job. I never did discover why Jeffrey took me seriously, but right from the start he did.


I kept pestering him till, one day, he revealed that there were lots of young people who wanted to be wildlife cameramen. I was stunned. It had always seemed such an unlikely ambition that I had never realised I shared it with anybody.


As if that wasn’t enough, Jeffrey went on. ‘So James, what makes you different from all the others?’


I spluttered for a while till he said, ‘If you want to be a wildlife cameraman, you’d better get yourself a camera. Go and film something. Then we can look at what you’ve shot, and we’d have something to talk about.’


By this stage I was working in North Wales at a field centre, teaching biology to a steady stream of students. The field centre was right next to the River Conway, so I decided to make a film about the Conway Estuary. I bought a camera and a couple of lenses. The camera cost me £100 and the lenses £50 and £75 respectively. I borrowed more lenses and a tripod. I made myself a hide from an old tent and devoted my free time for the next year to filming everything I could on the estuary.


The first time I used my hide might well have been the last because I nearly got myself arrested. An eager local policeman had spotted this strange tent out on the mud, and decided that I was a member of the IRA checking out Conway Bridge so as to blow it up. I managed to convince him that I was a harmless eccentric, and he in turn revealed himself to be addicted to wildlife programmes so he wished me luck and left me in peace. I have used the ‘harmless eccentric’ tactic frequently since then and it almost always works; perhaps it contains a grain of truth.


Mine was of course to be the definitive programme about the estuary, so it had to include more things than just birds. I began delving into the less familiar parts of the animal kingdom with a worm. It was a handsome red worm, about twenty centimetres long and very keen on burrowing. So I set up the camera on my tripod and pointed it at the worm. It looked awful. All I could see was black mud with a thin red line running across it like a road on a map. I caught the worm again and put it back into its jam-jar while I rearranged the camera. This time I had the camera on a piece of plastic laid on the mud so that I was looking almost horizontal. That looked much better, but my worm still looked a bit insignificant in the shot.


I tried all kinds of things, and worked out that the lower I got the camera the better the shot looked. I reasoned that if I could get the lens right down till it was level with the surface of the mud, my worm would look great. So I dug a hole for the camera to go in. That involved a ridiculous amount of floundering about because, as I discovered, estuary mud is slimy, deep and very sticky.


When eventually I had my hole to my liking, I lined it with polythene and carefully lowered my beloved camera into it. This left me with one small problem. I had to look through the viewfinder, and it was at mud level. In my eagerness to protect my camera, I had used all my polythene, which meant that I had to lie face down in the mud.


My first impression was that estuary mud is soft and remarkably comfortable to lie in. However, as the slime oozed through my shirt and trousers, I realised that it is also cold, wet and stinking. That mud proved to have an incomparable ability to spread itself across anybody stupid enough to lie in it. Almost imperceptibly I sank into the ooze. Face, hands, hair, clothes; everything was caked in the stuff. I ended up looking like an over-eager military cadet on a camouflage training course. If my policeman had found me then I would have had no chance.


The good news was that for that brief muddy moment when I looked through the viewfinder, the worm looked superb. But I decided that I had had enough of lying in foul sticky mud: I was going to cheat. I would take my worm back to the centre, and film it in the lab there. That worm was followed by a series of weird and wonderful animals that I dredged from the estuary. I filmed them all in the lab, but obviously if I wanted to make them look at all realistic, I had to film them with a background of mud. So it became the summer of mud. I carried bucket after bucket of the malodorous stuff into the lab. Mud took over my life, and insidiously it spread through the centre. The smell came to dominate the place. The other staff kept apologising to the students, but I was undeterred.


Quite early on, I decided that my film had to include people as well as animals because I wanted to show how we were affecting the habitat. So in addition to the wildlife, I filmed roads clogged with cars and sewers spewing out filth. I filmed tourists on the sand and discovered that people behave in extraordinary ways when a camera is pointed at them. I had to resort to all sorts of subterfuge to film people behaving normally. So I lurked behind rubbish bins and peered round wind-breaks. I expected to be arrested at any moment and have charges as a voyeur added to my burgeoning criminal record, but somehow I got away with it.


The camera I was using was a wind-up Bolex, and I loved it dearly. They are wonderfully robust and reliable things and just about the most basic cameras that can shoot the 16mm film that is needed for television screening. Mine could only take hundred foot rolls of film, which last about three minutes each, but I rarely shot as much as a whole roll in a day’s filming. Today I often shoot a thousand feet in a day. There is one small but significant difference: I was paying for everything myself out of a rather meagre salary. This imposed a discipline that not only made me parsimonious with film; it also made me plan very carefully what I was going to do.


I watched the wildlife programmes on television even more intently than before, trying desperately to work out how they were made. I bought books on film technique and read up about film grammar. I read that you need wide shots, tight shots and details, but when I tried to do this, my precious film just flashed through the camera. For each subject I started with the tightest shots. They are generally the most difficult and if they proved impossible, there was no point in getting the wide shots: they would be no use without the close-ups, so shooting them would just waste precious film. I planned sequences, and made myself shot lists that I stuck to like chewing gum.


When I left the field centre a year later, I spent two months editing my film, and that was a sobering experience. Trying to put one shot after another showed me why the books all bang on about the rules of film grammar.


‘You should cut from one shot to the next as the subject of the shot moves. The subject must be of different sizes in the two shots.’


Trying to edit my footage, I could suddenly see what worked and what didn’t, and the rules became less arbitrary. I eventually managed to string together a ten-minute film about the Conway Estuary and the way that tourism threatens it. I also came to the conclusion that the best way to learn to be a cameraman is to try editing your own footage.


When I phoned Jeffrey Boswell again it must have been eighteen months since we had last spoken. Either he has a phenomenal memory, or he is a consummate bluffer, because I had the definite impression that he remembered me. I came straight to the point.


‘I’ve made a film.’


‘Excellent dear boy.’ He really does talk like that. ‘Bring it down to Bristol and we can have a look at it.’


So we fixed a date and I found myself walking into the BBC with a film can under my arm. I felt ten feet tall, till it came to watching my efforts with a BBC Series Editor sitting next to me. This was rather different from sitting watching it with Caroline, who had recently become my wife. Suddenly all the shortcomings became glaring disasters. I found myself mumbling apologies and excuses as we went on. Ten minutes is a long time to be embarrassed.


‘Well,’ said Jeffrey, when at last the torture stopped, ‘that’s not bad. You’ve learned a lot.’ He broke it to me gently that it was not the sort of thing he could use in his series, ‘… but you do have the makings of a cameraman,’ he added as consolation.


Then we went through the whole thing once more, this time with Jeffrey stopping again and again to ask me what I was trying to do, what was wrong with this shot or what shot should have come next. It was the first tutorial I had had since I left university, and I realised that I had a lot to learn.


‘So where do we go from here?’ asked Jeffrey when we got to the end.


I knew just where I wanted to go, but for once kept quiet about lions and East Africa. Instead I mumbled something about needing his advice.


‘I’ll tell you what,’ he went on. ‘If you can come up with a proposal for a programme that I like, I will see what I can do to help you make it.’ That seemed like an offer of the keys to heaven, and I simply beamed back at him. He added that there was no way he could offer me a proper contract but he would try to help me get into the business.


Private Lives, the series that Jeffrey was responsible for at the time consisted of half-hour programmes, each of which was about a single species. He went on to give me a few clues about the type of subject he might go for.


‘The first trick is to pick the right animal and I’ve got a golden rule about what makes a successful programme for my series. You have to be able to tell me thirteen interesting things about the animal you pick. It’s a magic number. With thirteen topics we can tell the viewer something new every two minutes, and that’s about right.’


Having a vaguely mathematical mind, I queried Jeffrey’s multiplication, so he explained that a TV half-hour is only twenty-six minutes long. That allows for titles, credits, adverts and trailers for the next programme but one. So I was aiming at a twenty-six-minute programme about something.


My brain was doing thirteen to the dozen. What animals were there that I could tell you three interesting things about, let alone thirteen? Lions of course, but there had been several films about them. What about gorillas? They’re amazing. Easily think of thirteen things about them. Eye gestures. Social groups. Parental care. But how could I film them? Jeffrey was coming up with more gold.


‘The thing at this stage is to find something that you can work on from home,’ he said. ‘That way you can really put in the time, and believe me, the only way to make a decent wildlife film is for the cameraman to spend time with the animals.’


That rather ruled out gorillas. Shame, but if I had heard him aright, Jeffrey Boswell had just referred to me as a cameraman. This was not the moment to give up. How about foxes, dogs, fallow deer, mice. Being based at home still left thousands of animals. But what would work?


‘Here. Let me give you some old treatments.’ He was handing me a stack of papers. ‘These were the proposals for some of the programmes that went out at the beginning of the year. If you want to have a go at this, you’ll have to send me something along these lines. Give me a ring if you come up with an idea. Talk to me about it first rather than spend ages on something we’re doing already. Give me a ring.’


I walked along Whiteladies Road outside the BBC with my head spinning. I just had to come up with something and it had to be good.


About a week later, Caroline and I happened to go sailing on one of the gravel pits near Oxford where we lived. It was a lovely warm summer day so between races I wandered off casually bird-watching among the gravel workings, and there, over the little ponds left behind by the digging I noticed little wisps of blue smoke. As I got closer, the smoke materialised into diminutive dragonflies, known as damselflies, and there were swarms of them hovering over the shallow water. I was entranced by their beauty, and amazed by the sheer numbers of the things. A single damselfly is attractive but clouds of them are mesmerising. I missed the next race watching them, but it dawned on me that they might just meet Jeffrey’s criteria for a film.


For a start, these little creatures were close to home so Jeffrey’s first point was safely met. They were also easy to find, which had to be a plus point if I was going to film them. More importantly, they were so beautiful that I had just spent a happy half-hour watching them. Grudgingly I admitted to myself that I have spent many happy half-hours watching animals that other people seem to find boring, but there was no denying that these damselflies were both beautiful and fascinating. I had yet to hit the magic thirteen points but damselflies seemed like contenders.


When I got home I quickly worked out that the species I had been looking at was the Common Blue Damselfly. As names go ‘Common Blue Damselfly’ is not that sexy, but it is remarkably accurate. The males are a dazzling blue even if the females are a rather dull khaki, and ‘Common’ suggested two things to me. For a start they should be easy to find, but more importantly I reasoned that there should be plenty of information about them.


Once I had the identification sorted out I started looking in all my natural history and biology books to find out more about these little creatures. That yielded something but not enough, so over the next few weeks I tracked down more books on the subject, and managed to find my old reader’s ticket for the Bodlean Library in Oxford where I discovered much more about them. As a subject for a film, they just got better the more I read. Within a couple of weeks I had confidently hit the magic number of thirteen and tentatively listed seventeen amazing facts. I liked the idea of a safety margin since one or two of my facts did seem a bit hard to film.


I phoned Jeffrey again and exploded with enthusiasm at him.


‘Yes, yes James. Now put it down on paper the way I showed you and I will have a look at it all.’


So I hauled out my old typewriter and started hammering out the first of the many programme treatments that I would write over the years. Down the left side I listed the intended shots, and in the right hand column I put the ideas that would make up the commentary. I included all the stuff I had learned about damselflies, all the shots I hoped to film and all the fascinating facts I could add.


My list of amazing facts read roughly as follows:


Introduction and ancestry


Damselflies are some of the most ancient of insects. Their ancestors have been found as fossils alongside dinosaurs in the coal measures of the Carboniferous era. The chief difference is that the ancient forms were much bigger than the present day species, so some of the dragonflies had a wingspan of over seventy-five centimetres.


Courtship


Damselfly courtship is brief. The male catches the female by her head or thorax, using his legs. He then switches to holding her with special claspers at the tip of his abdomen. These claspers fit into notches in the front of her thorax. They fly about in this tandem position looking for a suitable place to mate.


Mating


The pair settles in the vegetation near the pond to mate. The male hangs onto the female with his claspers throughout the mating. First, the male smears some sperm onto a special organ on the ventral side of his abdomen. Then the female loops round to collect the sperm, so the pair takes up a wheel position.


Egg-laying sites


Once they have mated, the pair resumes the tandem position and flies off to the pond so that the female can lay her eggs on the pondweed. As they hunt for a suitable egg-laying site, the pair is harried mercilessly by other males.


Egg-laying


For the female to lay her eggs, the pair must settle on a bit of weed at the surface. The female then crawls down the weed going fully under water. As she crawls down the stem, her mate at last releases his grip of her thorax but remains hovering above her.


Underwater egg-laying


She cuts a series of tiny notches in the plant with a spike on the tip of her abdomen and inserts a single egg into each of these holes. The eggs are a less than a millimetre long. She may stay underwater for half an hour or so, laying dozens of eggs.


Air–sea rescue


When she surfaces, a male grabs her immediately. Thousands of males hover above laying sites waiting for the chance to catch surfacing females. Once a male is holding a female firmly, he takes her off to mate again in the bushes. Females that are not lifted out of the water quickly may fall prey to fish.


Egg hatching


After about three weeks, a pro-larva emerges from the egg and as soon as it is sticking through the surface of the plant, it moults again into the first true larval stage.


Larvae


A larva is a miniature dragon that stalks our ponds and lakes. It has three blade-like gills at the tip of its abdomen: these gills are for absorption of oxygen, and also act as a tail for swimming, but though they swim well, larvae spend much of their time lurking in the vegetation.


Larval feeding


The larvae are carnivorous, eating things like water fleas and midge larvae, which they catch with a hydraulically operated jaw. This jaw unfolds forwards to catch prey as much as a centimetre in front of the animal.


Cannibalism


When larvae become really common in a pond, they may become cannibalistic.


Fish predation


In spring, larvae swim to the edge of their pond to metamorphose into adults, but in doing so they become easy prey for fish.


Emergence


Larvae usually emerge at dawn, and do so by crawling up the stem of a plant into the air. When they metamorphose, the dorsal side of the thorax splits, and out comes the adult. The wings inflate as ‘blood’ is pumped into them. They then harden off, so the adult can fly about two hours after the larva crawled out of the water.


Young adults


Young adults fly rather weakly, so they are vulnerable, but their wings become fully functional within a few days.


Wings and flying


In flight a damselfly moves its two pairs of wings independently, and this enables it to hover.


Adult feeding


Adult damselflies feed by catching insects on the wing, but they usually settle to chew up what they catch.


A new generation


Damselflies mature within a few days and develop their adult colouring at about that time, so they are then ready to mate and complete the cycle.


I was rather impressed. I had a safety margin of four items, and I reckoned that most of my points would be filmable, though there were one or two that I was worried about. I also had very little idea how much screen time each of my topics would fill. Some of them, such as the male catching the female, would hardly take more than a few seconds, but others, such as the egg-laying, could go on for ages. I just hoped that the extra four topics would make the total long enough for the half-hour.


I sent the completed document to Jeffrey and held my breath. A couple of days later I had a phone call.


‘Yes, James. Damselflies could work as an idea. Mind you, we hardly ever have insect programmes. They’re just not as spectacular as mammals, but this is interesting. Not easy to film, mind. Leave it with me and I’ll see what I can do to help you.’


I was bowled over, and started having fantasies about actually becoming a cameraman, and going on a field maintenance course for Land Rovers. He came back to me a week or so later.


‘I’ve found a way to help you, but it’s modest. I can let you have three thousand feet of film plus processing. I’ve managed to save it on another project, so I can put it through the accounts under that heading. All I ask for is first refusal on the finished programme. What do you say?’


For a while I could say nothing. What he called modest seemed like boundless generosity to me. He was offering me film plus processing. He had mentioned three thousand feet – that was more than I had used on the whole Conway project, and he wanted first refusal. When at last my stammering became coherent I let Jeffrey know that I would be delighted to accept his offer. So he put the deal down in a letter, and sent me the film. I had a programme to make.


Filming damselflies used all the skills, tricks and understanding I had gleaned while filming the estuary, and then some. Friends who came to stay had to share our spare bedroom with half a dozen tanks plus all the tripods and lights that I had assembled so as to film the larvae underwater. During that summer, I spent days up to my neck in a pond with the tripod and camera just above the water level in an attempt to get interesting shots of adults hovering above the water. On one such occasion a grass snake swam right between my legs as it hunted for frogs. Another time, a little vole swam across the pond towards me and proceeded to sit on my protruding knee, drying himself for a couple of minutes. I was enjoying the reality of filming as much as my fantasies had led me to hope.


Filming the female laying her eggs was a problem, but, after numerous failures, I discovered that if I caught a pair that had just mated, the female would remain in egg-laying mode for some time. So I took a tank with me to the pond, and put a female onto a piece of pondweed in the tank. She immediately obliged and crawled down the weed to lay her eggs in a stem right next to the glass of the tank. With a bit of trial and error, I got this set up right and managed to film her egg-laying under water.


Then of course, I wanted to get the extreme tight shot of her cutting into the pondweed with the little dagger on the tip of her abdomen and inserting her egg into the plant. So I replaced the pondweed in my tank with a strip of cucumber and put a female on it. Cucumber is virtually transparent, so I could see and film the egg being injected into the plant.


After filming for a year I knew I had nothing like all I needed for a programme, so I told Jeffrey that I would need another year. His reaction was gently supportive, but he let it be known that there was no more film coming my way for a while. So it was back to buying my own film-stock and using it as sparingly as possible.


I had one supreme bit of good luck, and that came when I decided to try and film the egg hatching. Damselfly eggs are tiny, you could probably get half a dozen onto a pinhead, so over the summer holidays I managed to borrow a microscope from the school where I had a job as a biology teacher. I bought an adapter to fit the camera onto the microscope, and on the first day of the holidays, I set it all up on the dining room table just to try it out. I put a piece of pondweed under the microscope and had a look through the viewfinder. It was quite easy to see the damselfly eggs, and inside one of them I could just see the embryonic larva moving about, so I loaded up the camera, and snatched a few shots of the embryo. To my amazement it turned out to be a pro-larva, and it proceeded to break its way through its egg case and hatch. The entire process took about a minute and I managed to film it all. I had never before seen a damselfly hatch, and I have never seen it since, but I had it on film. I put the microscope away and got on with the rest of the story.


When eventually I decided that I had finished filming, I realised I was stuck again. What was I to do with it next? I couldn’t believe that anybody would be able to look at the uncut film and visualise the finished programme in all that mess. I could, but I knew each frame intimately. I had filmed about three times as much footage as Jeffrey had given me, so I had about nine thousand feet of film, and just looking at that much would be a major undertaking. At normal speed it would take about four-and-a-half hours. I told myself that nobody would be able to look at all that and see the programme that was hiding amongst all the rubbish. Anyway I’d made so many mistakes that a lot of it was too embarrassing to show anybody in the business.


So I decided to edit it. A simple decision, but it took months to do. This was partly because editing always is a very slow process, and partly because I still had a proper job as a schoolteacher, so I could only edit during weekends and holidays. Fully four years after I had started on the project, I had something that I thought I could show to people. It wasn’t finally edited: I had just put it together so as to show that it could tell the story.


Obviously the first person to see it had to be Jeffrey. He had wanted first refusal on the programme, and he was the first to refuse it.


‘No dear boy, I am sorry but it just doesn’t quite have the punch we need for a prime time programme. You’ve done an impressive job, but I am afraid I can’t use it.’


That was a dark day, and it was several weeks before I could rekindle my spirits enough to do anything more about the thing. But then I phoned up Survival Anglia, and spoke to a producer there. Could I come up to London and show him what I had done?


So three days later I heard those memorable words ‘Yes, I like it. We’ll buy it.’ And I realised that my career as a cameraman had started.




CHAPTER TWO


[image: image]


The Serpent Beguiled Me


THE GAP BETWEEN MY CHILDHOOD dreams and the reality of being a wildlife cameraman had rarely seemed so great. I had dreamt of driving across the sun-drenched plains of East Africa: what I was actually doing was wallowing knee-deep in the biggest area of swamp I had ever seen. The weed was clinging to my bare legs and with each step bubbles of foetid marsh gas crept up my thighs. The stinking, slimy muck I was pushing my way through made the Conway Estuary seem positively friendly. This new patch of mud was part of the flood plain of the Orinoco River in Venezuela, and I was having serious doubts about what on earth I was doing there.


I wasn’t alone in my folly; ten metres to my left Chris, my assistant, was floundering along like me. Ten metres to my right, Maria was also picking her way through the slime. Each one of us had a long stick and we were all pushing these sticks into the mud in front of ourselves as we went along and it struck me that sensible people don’t do things like that.


Maria was about the only encouraging thing about our crazy situation. She was pretty, petite and a world expert on the local reptiles. She seemed sensible enough, or she did if you overlooked her tendency to wade through swamps. So I thought I would briefly check with her about the hazards of what we were doing.


‘Maria. Is it dangerous, wading in this swamp?’ I asked her. The dangers I was thinking of were principally the diseases, infections and parasites that stagnant water harbours, especially in the tropics. Bilharzia, cholera and tetanus were on my mind – and those were just the ones I had heard of.


‘No,’ said Maria as she prodded the slime with her stick. ‘Not really,’ she added between prods. ‘Piranhas,’ she went on, ‘No problem.’ Prod. ‘They are usually in open water.’


This came as good news and bad. The good part was that what we were standing in could never be described as open water. The bad part was that I hadn’t realised that there were piranhas in the area in the first place, and it’s a bit of a mixed blessing being reassured over something you aren’t worrying about – especially when there were plenty of other things you are worrying about. Then as I waded on, I was struck by one small detail of what Maria had said: ‘Piranhas are usually in open water.’ ‘What about slightly eccentric piranhas?’ I asked myself. They probably bite like their conventional cousins. ‘Don’t think about it,’ I told myself. I was about to press Maria on the subject of cholera and so on when she came up with more reassurance.


‘There are not many leeches.’


Good, I said to myself. But then again, it doesn’t take many leeches to make life miserable.


‘And caiman,’ she went on, ‘if you hit one with your stick,’ here she prodded the swamp with extra vigour, ‘it will run away.’


I knew a bit about caiman because we were going to film them later and I had read up about them before I left home. They are the South American alligator and despite my reading, I hadn’t expected to find them in the swamps. I thought that they stuck to the open water (like the piranhas). So they would run away if we hit them with our sticks would they? What if we missed one with our sticks and trod on it? My worries hung over me as I ploughed ahead.


Throughout this spasmodic conversation Maria waded on and prodded the slime with her stick, so I felt morally obliged to stay with her and do the same. What neither of us had thought to mention were the creatures we were actually looking for in this vast bog. There I really did need reassurance but I knew I wasn’t likely to get any. I tried not to think about them too much though, because we were looking for anacondas, and anacondas come quite high up my private list of ‘creatures that you don’t really want to bump into unannounced’.


My mind kept dwelling on the things that my literature search had told me about anacondas before I left home. For a start they are the biggest snakes in the world, and although there is some doubt just how big they can grow, nine metres is often quoted as the longest and that is enormous. Records over eight metres are probably unreliable, but even the thought of a snake that big is alarming. Nineteenth-century travellers’ tales go even bigger than that with accounts of snakes forty or fifty feet (twelve to fifteen metres) long but they really do seem to be exaggerations. Those accounts came from early visitors to the Orinoco marshes, so we were in the best possible place to bump into the biggest snakes in the world. That was why I was there, so there was no point in complaining about it.


Anacondas put their size to good effect when it comes to killing their prey. Like most of the really big snakes they kill by constricting, which means that they coil around their unfortunate victim and squeeze it to death. Then they swallow their prey whole. Small anacondas eat things like rats and wading birds, but big ones live on things like pigs and deer. There have been numerous records of them killing people.


We were looking for the biggest snakes in the world, and we were in one of their strongholds. Maria had told us enthusiastically about her research, and had assured us that there were tens of thousands of anacondas in the region. She went on to tell us that the exact area she had taken us to was home to the very biggest ones. Anacondas lurk in marshes, and live by catching animals that wade in the shallows. We were wading in the shallows. Big ones can kill people. Great.


I looked again at Maria for consolation. She was a few metres from me, squelching along, knee-deep in slime, prodding her long stick into the marsh in front of her and apparently she was unafraid. Gender stereotyping told me that anacondas couldn’t be all that dangerous, so I floundered on.


When we had started looking for snakes, Maria had told us what would happen. ‘When you hit a snake with your stick you see the plants move.’ I was watching the water-weed the way a cat watches a mouse hole. I didn’t want to miss the big moment and accidentally walk on any snake that I had managed to annoy by prodding it with a stick.


Maria covered that possibility as well. ‘If you are lucky and tread on one, you feel it with your feet.’ That reminded me vaguely of Clint Eastwood saying in one of his films, ‘How lucky d’ya feel, punk?’ As I recall, he had a gun pushed half way up the nose of the man he was talking to, and I felt for that punk as I waded on.


Maria’s other comment before we launched ourselves into the ooze was even more inscrutable than the stuff about walking on anacondas or the usual habits of piranhas. She asked me to bring a sock with me. She offered no explanation, just ‘please bring a sock’. So, armed with one sock, my trusty stick and a head-full of rather alarming zoological knowledge I confidently waded through the marsh hunting for anacondas.


That confidence proved a house of cards as soon as Maria found a snake.


‘First, we find its head,’ she said. No, first we run away. She had found this shiny, grey, moving thing about the diametre of my forearm.


‘How?’


‘Pull bits of snake out of the water like this with your stick. The head will come out.’


‘But we can’t do anything even if we manage to see its head,’ I spluttered. ‘We can’t film it here.’ Even to me, this sounded pathetic, but that snake was a very alarming sight. I’m not particularly frightened of snakes, but this thing was big, and I knew that anacondas have a well-earned reputation as animals not to mess with.


‘We catch it and take it to where we can film it.’ Did she say catch it? Her English wasn’t that good, so maybe this was a mistake in translation, but there was no time to pursue the subject.


‘There’s the head. Where’s the tail?’ As Maria said this, something appeared from the slime, and it was horrible. Mesmerised, I watched a huge malignant mouth materialise suddenly from the swamp. That mouth was made up of soft puffy pallid skin ringed with thousands of teeth. It struck at Maria’s stick. Even looking at it made my head spin. If I’d known there were things like that around, I would never have gone wading in these swamps.
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