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Foreword for the 2020 Edition



Walking through the doors of The Explorers Club for the first time felt simultaneously like entering a time machine to another place and a world I had sought my entire life. I had found my tribe, and ever since that evening in the late 1980s, I have heard stories of discovery, adventure, and deeds that I had only read about in history books from this tribe—my fellow Explorers Club members. Three decades, and the honor of serving as president twice, have brought me through those doors innumerable times and that feeling of wonderment has never gone away.


The Explorers Club is currently made up of 3,400 members across 32 chapters around the world, but every single one of those people has a home on the Upper East Side. Our headquarters, a stately Jacobean townhouse built in 1910, has served as home base for thousands of men and women of science who have been on the cutting-edge of discovery. Past Explorers Club members were first to the North Pole, first to the South Pole, first to summit Mount Everest, first to the deepest part of the oceans, and first to walk on the moon. Our Public Lecture Series brings in a broad range of people eager to keep abreast of progress in exploration, and, increasingly, environmental concerns for our planet.


We have an expression here at headquarters: “Exploration happens in the hallways.” New discoveries are around every corner, depending on chance encounters you may have in the stairwell or who you sit next to in the Clark Room during a lecture. Just walk into the club bar called The Explorers Corner on any given night and you’ll find someone planning his or her next venture into the field. You just never know what you’re going to hear or who you’re going to meet, and—here’s the best part— where it could take you. Our members are forever finding previously unknown species and accomplishing the impossible.


In March 2019, for instance, eight Apollo astronauts joined us on a rainy Friday night for the dedication of the new Apollo Room at club headquarters. We gathered together, popped champagne, and did one of the things we do best: tell stories. We were spellbound as Al Worden from Apollo 16 explained how he used celestial navigation to pilot his spacecraft home. Listening to stories of mice, men, and wedding bands floating in space (as well as a few anecdotes perhaps not fit for print), we knew we were part of something truly special, and we treasured the moment, conscious of the fact that the Apollo missions happened half a century ago, and any one of us could be on to “higher exploration” at any time. This club is built on stories, and we just wrote another chapter.


It’s really true. That initial feeling of entering a rarefied place has never gone away, and I hope it never does. Where else can you say, “. . . as told at The Explorers Club?”


Richard Wiese
President of The Explorers Club
June 10, 2019










Foreword



This volume is comprised of true-life stories by members of The Explorers Club, surely the preeminent organization of its kind. The contents have been selected from three previously published works. The first (1931) was titled Told at The Explorers Club, with the subtitle “True Tales of Modern Exploration.” The second volume (1936) was titled Explorers Club Tales, with a somewhat longer subtitle, “True Stories of Exploration, Research and Adventure as Told at The Explorers Club by Men of Daring and Achievement.” The third volume (1941) did not require a subtitle since its title was thought to be all-inclusive: Through Hell and High Water. A fourth volume was planned but was becalmed because of World War II and never published. Contents from it appear here, as well as selections from The Explorers Journal, whose first number appeared in 1921.


The present volume goes back to the subtitle tradition: “More than Fifty Gripping Tales of Adventure.” (There are actually fifty-one). In a sense it is odd that there are any at all. An oft-quoted sentiment states that explorers would much prefer their expeditions to be free of anything that might constitute an “adventure.” Vilhjalmur Stefansson, a former president of the Explorers, remarked upon it quite candidly: “Adventures are a mark of incompetence.” Andre Gide once mourned, “The drawback to a journey that has been too well-planned is that it does not leave enough room for adventure.” One of the stories in this collection (by Roy Chapman Andrews, also a past president of the Club) starts off, “I am averse to writing about adventures, for I dislike them. They interfere with work and disrupt carefully laid plans.”


Fortunately, as we know from Robert Burns’s “To a Mouse”: “The best laid schemes o’mice and men /Gang aft a-glay;/ An ’eave us naught but grief an pain,/ For promis’d joy.”


In what follows, the range of catastrophes is considerable: two airplane crashes, one of them Charles Lindbergh’s, forced to bail out somewhere over the midwest; there are tales of serious troubles at sea, among them Leonard Outhwaite’s “Biscay Gales” and Edward Weyer’s “Compass that Talked”; Horace Ashton writes about being lost inside the earth, and Warren King Morehead’s story is titled simply enough, “Buried Alive.” Catastrophe is flirted with in Jean-Marc Boivin’s “Hang-Gliding on K-2,” Glenn Porzak on climbing Mt. Everest, and in Curtis and Kathleen Saville’s accounts of rowing across the Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans. There are thrilling rescues—Burt M. McConnell’s “Rescued from the Death Trap of the Arctic”—even tips on how to survive while awaiting rescue: Stefansson explains that to sleep in the snow, long thought to be fatal, is not, and poses the question, is it all right to eat snow? Answer: yes.


As would be predictable with exploration, confrontations with animals often occur—Anthony Fiala with bears, Mervyn Cowie with lions, Herbert F. Schwarz with an army of ants; and in a lovely turnabout, C. Suydam Cutting writes not about hunting cheetah but hunting with them—cheetahs belonging to a 300-pound maharajah who keeps pet lions, tigers, and sloth bears.


There are chapters that are scientific in nature: on the okapi, the king cobra. Historical: on Hannibal’s elephants, on Sitting Bull’s death. Controversial: Amundsen on Stefansson, Stefansson on Amundsen. Speculative: Was there cannibalism amongst the survivors of Sir John Franklin’s expedition? Does the Yeti exist? Thomas Baker Slick thinks it does.


All this, and, as the advertisers say, much more.


Readers will note that the stories from Through Hell and High Water are prefaced by introductory remarks from the book’s editor, very much as if someone sitting at what is referred to in the Club’s histories as “The Long Table” had leaned forward to still the general conversation and called upon a member with an interesting story to tell.


A word about the Club itself and its “Long Table”: On May 28, 1904, fifty men well-known in exploration circles met at a dinner at the Aldine Association and decided to organize a club with its object to unite explorers in the bonds of good fellowship and to promote the work of exploration. The initiation fee to join this worthy cause was ten dollars, five dollars for non-residents, and the annual dues were twenty dollars for residents and just five for non-residents. Despite these come-hitherly low sums, the membership was small, meetings irregular and sparsely attended, largely because the Club did not have its own quarters. This was rectified in 1912 when the Club took over an empty loft at 345 Amsterdam Avenue. Here the social activity increased to such a degree that in 1922 the Club purchased a town-house at 47 West 76th. In 1928, both solvent and popular, the Club leased an eight-story building, hoping to pay off the investment by renting out five stories of bedrooms. The membership turned out to be better explorers than landlords; the lease was terminated, and the Club moved twice more, finally settling into a building at 10 West 72nd opposite the Dakota House.


The Club there has been described as having a distinctive smell one detected on coming through the front door—“a savour of carpets and camels and musk . . . a beguiling pungent aroma, not too pervading . . . ”


Every afternoon at four o’clock members on hand in the clubhouse sat around an oaken table in the lounge where tea, coffee, and light refreshments were served without charge. Because the Club’s social activity centered there—where members told their stories, compared notes, and planned future expeditions—the table became known as the “Long Table of Fellowship.” One felicitous phrase states that “around the Long Table one hears the names Shanghai, London, Rio de Janeiro and Lima but only as stopovers on the way to Tatsienlu, Kuressaare, the Matto Grosso or Machu Pichu.”


For many years the dean at the Long Table was Dr. Franklin P. Lynch, known mainly for his explorations in the Congo. He presided not only over those seated at the table but also over a “toast-making machine” which apparently failed him on many occasions, indeed so often that a kind of identification code among Explorers Club members meeting in the field was to refer to Dr. Lynch’s burnt toast.


Also at the Long Table was a Scotsman named Seamus (Gaelic for James), The Chief of Clannfhearghuis of Stra-chur, known simply (and for obvious reason) as The Chief. Outfitted in his country’s military uniform—tartan, sporran, dirk, and so forth—and carrying a silver-headed cane, he was a familiar figure at Club proceedings. In conversation he was fond of interspersing appropriate sayings or snatches of verse in Gaelic which he would then translate into English. I would think this a somewhat annoying trait frankly, to be easing through a tale of misfortune in the Congo, say, at the Long Table, and have the chief suddenly offer a comment in Gaelic, even if quickly translated into English. But he was beloved apparently, and much admired.


I have seen a photograph of the Long Table, four gentlemen sitting rather stiffly at it, as if told not to budge by a photographer. Against the wall behind them is the great curve of an elephant tusk, various animal heads and Club flags. No sign of Francis Lynch’s famous “toast-making machine.” In the foreground is a little four-wheeled trolley carrying a box from which rises a bare tree with an African gray parrot perched on a branch. Legend has it that the parrot greeted a number of members by name.


In 1965 the Club moved yet again, to its present quarters at 46 East 70th, the former townhouse of the coats and threads magnate Stephen C. Clark. These days the passing on of stories and so on, continuing the tradition of the Long Table, often takes place on the occasional Thursday evenings when a lecture is scheduled. The members meet in the Library on the second floor, one end of which is graced by a large oil painting depicting the moment on Sunday, June 22, 1884, when Lt. A.W. Greely’s party was rescued by men from the U.S.S. Thetis and U.S.S. Bear. Under it is an Elizabethan oaken table that on lecture nights is covered with a white table cloth upon which rest the ingredients to loosen the members’ tongues and give rise to what Mark Twain used to refer to as “stretchers”—flights of imagination that push a story to the edge of belief and sometimes beyond. Alas, a gray parrot perched on its portable cage is not on the premises but there is a stuffed polar bear the members pass on the way across the hall to the lecture in the Clark ballroom with its massive walk-in fireplace. The Clark’s considerable art collection that hung on its walls (I have been told there was a Picasso in the Club’s elevator) was given away, half of it to the Metropolitan, the other to Yale University. Now the walls display Explorers Club memorabilia, in particular the framed flags carried on notable expeditions by Explorers Club members—Roy Chapman Andrews’ trip to the Gobi desert in 1925, Thor Heyerdahl’s voyage on the Kon-Tiki in 1947, as well as flags carried on the Space Crafts Apollo 8 and 15.


The two rooms on the second floor not only hold pictorial evidence of what the membership has done in the past, but surely they provide a “Long Table” atmosphere conducive to throat-clearing and the start of a tale of adventure. In the old days listeners at the Long Table would call out at the end of a story, “It’s a crying shame that isn’t written down.”


Here they have been . . .


George Plimpton
August 7, 2003
New York City, New York
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The Ghosts of Ngulia



BY MERVYN COWIE


Do you believe in ghosts? Well, I don’t either, but I have to admit that certain things happen in most unexpected ways, and forever defy any logical explanation. Some years ago I had a long tussle with ghosts and I eventually had to accept defeat. It all started and finished with lions. Let me tell you how it developed.


Three of us—Ken Beaton, Tabs Taberer, and myself—planned to find a new route from Amboseli to the Tsavo River in Kenya—not a great distance, but difficult because of the extremely friable nature of the volcanic soil, and frequent barriers caused by lava flows. We set off from Amboseli in a truck, with enough food and water for a week, intending to pitch our tents at various places along the way, and explore a possible road alignment on foot. Ken and Tabs were old-time hunters before they joined me in the National Parks Service, so among the three of us we had a good working knowledge of big game and bush lore. We were supported by three very experienced African Rangers.


The going was rough and slow. At many places we had to build makeshift causeways to get the truck across the gulleys. It was stiflingly hot and huge black storm clouds gathered to the East. We pressed on, making only about five miles in an hour, until we all felt it was time to camp for the night. The heavy clouds closed in around us with the astonishing speed of a tropical thunderstorm, leaving only enough time to gather in a good supply of fire wood. We huddled inside the truck and watched the deluge and the water surging down the valleys.


It was almost dark when the rain stopped. We tried to move the truck to higher ground, where it would be better for pitching tents, but this proved to be hopeless. The wheels dug deeply into the soft mud and in a few yards the truck was well and truly stuck.


We were tired and had run out of daylight, so we put our camp beds on an outcrop of rock, near the truck, and hoped that it would not rain again during the night. Two of the Rangers, wisely perhaps, bedded down on top of the tents and equipment inside the truck; while the third—the driver—chose to sleep on the seat in the cab.


After a welcome mug of hot soup, we settled in for what we hoped would be a peaceful night. We were glad to have the dry logs, collected before the storm, to make a good fire, ostensibly to keep marauding lions away, but also for good cheer. A camp without a fire is eerie and lifeless.


We had all tucked in and some stars were glistening to the East—a good sign for a fair night. There was no moon. The air was clean and cool after the rain, moving gently through the trees, with the scent of acacia flowers and damp soil. I thought then, as I have many times before, how impressive the silence of the African night is—broken only by the sound of crickets, and the metallic “chink-chink” of the frogs, and the soothing little “purr” of a Scops owl.


I had already dozed off when something startled me. There was no sound. Even the crickets and frogs were silent, but I had a sinister feeling. I felt that some ominous ogre was moving into the camp. I tried to dismiss these thoughts as nonsense. A bit tired after a long day, I told myself to shut up and get to sleep.


As I peeped across at the flickering fire I distinctly saw a form moving through the shadows, just beyond the fringe of light—then another, and another. I sat up, hardly daring to admit that a cold shiver was running up and down my back.


The forms drew nearer, and in a way, I was relieved to see that they were lions and not ogres. I watched as they closed in towards the fire. Obviously curious and surprised to find people sleeping out in the open, I thought. Lions are much more aggressive at night than in daylight, and so I was not unduly concerned. But then they moved in between our beds and the fire. This was alarming. Lions in this district were known to be fierce but not man-eaters. I didn’t like their attitude. They were getting uncomfortably near our beds.


I gave a shout to wake Ken and Tabs, and the leading lioness snarled and came closer. By now we could clearly see that there were seven, all apparently lionesses, although two were large enough to be maneless males—a curious feature which is not unusual in the lions of Tsavo.


The situation had now become dangerous. All the usual deterrents such as fire and noise had absolutely no effect. Ken, who was also alarmed, gave a tremendous shout. This was a signal to the nearest lionesses to crouch down, ready for a spring. Tabs looked round behind him to see another stalking him from about twenty feet.


The Rangers in the truck, who were peeping out through an opening in the tarpaulin, shouted warnings to us. The driver in the cab put on the headlights. Although the lions were not directly in the beam the extra light helped us to see better and to realize that we were about to be deliberately attacked by seven determined lions.


Tabs grabbed his rifle and fired a shot over the head of the stalking lioness. I fired a shot over the leading lioness on my side, and we both fired more shots, still determined not to shoot at one of these animals. It was our fundamental duty to protect them but it seemed a strange back-to-front ideal, when we needed all the protection we could get from the lions. But not one of us was yet convinced that these lions would actually spring and carry us off. In later years I realized how wrong we had been.


The first few shots made the lions jump back, but not without some sinister growls and snarls. Ken had left his gun in the truck, but Tabs and I went on firing. The noise of these big guns, in the silence of the night, was terrific. The huge booms echoed miles across the valley, and up towards Kilimanjaro, the snow-capped summit of which could be seen silhouetted against the stars. This was too much for the lions, and they reluctantly retreated, but not far. We could still see their pale forms moving about on the fringe of the firelight.


After some pointed comments about lions in general, especially this pride of seven, which appeared to behave like their ancestors, the famous Man-Eaters of Tsavo, we decided to retreat into the back of the truck. This offered some protection, with its high sides and canvas cover. Moving ourselves, and our blankets, within easy range of these aggressive lions, however, presented a problem. We knew that activity and sudden movement might easily provoke the lions to attack.


We worked out a plan where one of us would move the bedding while the other two kept guard with the rifles. Sure enough, the movement enticed the lions to go down into a stalking position and creep towards us. More shots, some hitting just near the leading lions, kept them at bay until we were all huddled in the truck. It was stuffy, and there was not much room for five of us on top of the tents, but it was preferable to being out on a camp bed, a few feet from seven snarling lions.


We had stoked the fire with the few pieces of dry wood that remained, and we watched to see what the lions would do. They lost no time in moving right up to the truck, and even sniffing at the tailboard. I heard them padding round and round until finally they gave up and silence returned—except for some manly snores from Tabs and one of the Rangers. I concluded that there must be at least two kinds of lions: those that are afraid of people and a fire in a camp, and those that are not. We all agreed that we had never encountered such determined lions, and we had to accept that we had been in a mighty risky situation. In the bright light of a lovely sunrise, it seemed that the horrors of the night had been a bad nightmare, but the footprints were there, all around our beds, to tell the story of what had happened, and what might have happened.


It took most of the morning to get the truck out of the mud and move it onto harder ground. By late afternoon we had not progressed more than a mere ten miles, having had to make many detours to avoid soft hollows of volcanic ash, now looking like thick gravy. We camped on hard ground; this time putting up a tent for shelter, in case of more rain. The night was cool and silent and we all turned in early.


Again I sensed the same sinister feeling of something untoward. The flaps of the tent were open and I had quite a good field of vision, past the fire and towards a ridge of lava rocks. We had taken various precautions, in case of more lion trouble, although not one of us believed we would see the same lions again, as it was about ten miles from our previous camp, and much more, if they followed our wheel tracks.


But they were there—the same seven lions, creeping towards us and snarling. What the hell. I shook Ken and Tabs to wake them, and said “Here we go again.” Ken let out some pretty pointed remarks about lions and all kinds of ungrateful wild animals. Tabs was even more outspoken, while he was feeling for his rifle next to his bed. I said something about them being the same seven lions and shouted for the truck headlights to be put on. The lights were well aimed and Ken agreed that they were the same lions, with the two larger ones that could be males. We both whispered our utter astonishment that these lions had followed us so far and so quickly.


Tabs checked that his gun was loaded, and stood up to start firing. He peered past the fire and said, “Where are they?” I looked and Ken looked, and there was nothing to be seen. Nothing stirred. We all remained silent for what seemed a long time, but there were no lions. Tabs then told us what he thought of bastards who have silly dreams. Ken and I assured him that we were properly awake, sober, and relatively intelligent people, but we had to admit that there were no lions. They had vanished.


We all went out of the tent and had a thorough look around. There was nothing to be seen or heard. Tabs scorned us all the more. I appealed to the three Rangers in the truck. Two confirmed that they had clearly seen the lions, that they were the same seven, and were aggressive. The third Ranger, who was in the cab, and who had switched on the headlights when Ken and I clearly identified the lions, said he had not seen anything. Putting on the lights established that he was awake and watching when we were looking at the lions, and yet he was adamant that nothing was there. And so the score was that four of us had seen the lions well enough to count and identify them, while the other two said we had been dreaming—sheer imagination.


We watched and we argued. Ken and I were so certain of every detail, leading up to the moment when we identified the lions as being the same frightening seven that tried to molest us the night before, that Tabs even tually accepted that we were right. Strange, we all said, how quickly they all vanished, and we debated long into the night why they had been suddenly scared away. The crickets chirped, and a hyaena wailed mournfully in the far distance. I lay awake filled with ponderous thoughts, trying to work out events which could not be explained.


In the bright light of a golden sunrise we carefully inspected the damp ground. There were no footprints, not even within a radius of two hundred yards from the camp! Tabs treated our observations of the night with utter scorn and contempt. Ken, the two Rangers, and I were still absolutely certain we had seen the lions, but we had to admit there were no footprints. Where we had seen them creeping forward, snarling, and switching their tails, was on soft, wet, volcanic soil—impossible even for a caterpillar to cross it without leaving a mark.


The arguments this way and that reached absolute deadlock, but nobody would alter their convictions; four one way and two against. The old Ranger who had been in the cab of the truck said quite calmly, “You will never find anyone who will agree about these lions, because they are ‘ Shaitani,’ they are of the Devil, they are the reincarnation of seven witches who were burned to death in a baobab tree.” We at once asked the obvious question: “Were they the same lions at our first camp?” The old man solemnly and calmly just said, “Yes.” But what about the footprints? He said, “They sometimes leave tracks, and sometimes kill people, and sometimes they don’t.”


We were more confounded. Ken and I spent a lot of time working out precise angles from our tent, and trying to see if by some chance the lions were on rocky ground where they would leave no tracks, but this was not possible. The ground was soft, or at least muddy, for several hundred yards and our own footprints stood out like craters on the moon.


To this day I can offer no sane explanation of these adventures with the seven lions but you will have to concede that the Ranger’s interpretation becomes more convincing when I tell you about the Ghosts of Ngulia, which forms the next part of my story.


•  •  •


As the plans took shape for the development of the Tsavo National Park, Kenya’s largest big-game sanctuary of over 8,000 square miles, roads had to be made, boundaries had to be demarcated, and accommodation for visitors had to be provided. What was the use of establishing and protecting this wonderful wildlife paradise if nobody could see it? And so a small lodge was constructed at Ngulia, in a fascinating fold of the Ngulia mountains and the usual haunt of many wild animals.


Tabs had the job of getting six cottages built, as well as water supplies and roads of access organized. It was the first lodge of its kind in the East African National Parks, and was initially well accepted and very popular—until the ghosts took control.


The first indication of something unnatural was a report given to me personally by a very sensible, matter-of-fact English woman—a farmer’s wife. She told me that she had been staying at Ngulia with her family and enjoying the scenery and the animals. Her husband and nine-year-old boy occupied one cottage while she and their daughter, aged eleven, used another cottage, some forty feet away.


During the night she was roused by the noise of a door creaking. She sat up and was surprised to see the front door open, and in the cold light of a half moon, a low slinking form swaying in the doorway. She was not really frightened, as she construed that the form was the low branch of a tree, moved by a gentle breeze. She was puzzled, however, as to why the door should have blown open, having been properly closed and bolted when they went to bed. She closed it again; but before bolting it, she opened it slowly, and then quickly, to see if it made a creaking noise but there was not a sound. Moreover, she noted that there were no trees or bushes near the door. The time was midnight.


In the morning the family discussed the events of the night, and the “men” of the party dismissed the creaking door and the slinking form as so much nonsense. The girls were far from satisfied, and had misgivings about another disturbed night. It was therefore arranged that the two parts of the family would exchange cottages, the men asserting that they could deal with any intruders, ghostly or otherwise, come hell or high water!


Just before midnight, the father was wakened by a creaking noise, like old ships’ timbers, and the door slowly opened. There in the doorway was the low form of something swaying in the shadowy moonlight. He grabbed a flashlight and, upon giving a shout, he was startled to see a lion rear up on its hind legs and disappear. He recalled with absolute certainty that the door had been securely bolted when they went to bed. A little feeling of shame, for ridiculing his wife’s report of the previous night, entered his confused and frightened thoughts. His son was terrified. This second encounter was too much for these people. It broke their nerve and they packed up and returned to their farm.


Tabs thought that the frame of the door was loose and with a hard push, he found that sure enough the door, although locked, would open. Tests, however, failed to open the door, but Tabs maintained that a really heavy thrust could do it. The frame and the hinges were all duly reinforced and we hoped peace would return to Ngulia.


Nothing happened for some weeks. Then there was real trouble. A lion broke into the servants’ quarters of the lodge, seized a laborer by the head and dragged him away. A general alarm was raised and the entire lodge panicked. They set up such a hullabaloo that the lion dropped his victim and made off into the night. The unfortunate laborer was taken to the hospital, a hundred miles away, and after some months recovered.


The incident caused a crisis at Ngulia. The servants demanded to be taken back to their homes, and all the reservations at the lodge were cancelled. Tabs tracked the lion back from the lodge and was surprised to come upon seven lions, which tallied exactly with the seven we had encountered over a year before, all maneless, but two larger than the others. Even Tabs began to feel that his convictions were being challenged. The old Ranger’s stories of the seven witches, who were now lions, had been vigorously revived by the events of recent weeks. He thought that the man-eater he had been tracking was clearly one of the seven.


We conferred and decided that this lion must be shot: since once a lion takes to eating humans there can be no reprieve. This lion, anyway, was probably a direct descendant of the Man-Eaters of Tsavo, the maneless lions that defied the construction of a railway from Mombasa to Nairobi at the end of the last century. They inflicted a reign of terror for nearly six months, and during that time devoured twenty-eight Indian coolies and scores of unfortunate African natives. The man-eaters were eventually dispatched by Colonel Patterson, but only after terrible ordeals. The mounted skins of these animals are displayed in the Field Museum in Chicago.


Tabs sat up for two nights, waiting for the man-eater to return. Just at midnight, during the second night the lion glided into full view, under a flood light operated by a car battery. One telling shot with his .470 rifle, and the lion was dead. The servants rejoiced, confidence returned, and we all thought the Ghosts of Ngulia were finished forever. The lodge reopened to visitors and everyone said the creaking door stories were just bally hoo.


All was well for some three months when suddenly the whole situation cascaded into the previously familiar realms of horror, fear, and conjecture. A man, sleeping alone in one of the cottages, was wakened by a slight noise and an uncanny feeling. He felt the warm breath of a large animal breathing over his face. In extreme terror he pulled the bedding over his head and yelled out desperately. In pulling up the blankets, his hand hit something warm and hairy. There was a crashing noise, thuds and a growl, and then silence. He was scared, very scared, but he slowly stretched out for a flashlight and saw that the spare bed next to him had been tipped over. The door was open. The time was midnight. He spent the rest of the night locked in his bathroom with a lamp burning.


Back came all the beliefs about the lodge being haunted, and nothing made any sense. Reports of such adventures are usually exaggerated and distorted, but in this case, the pattern of the incidents was consistent. People were frightened and it seemed that nothing could allay their fears. Tabs and I decided that the remaining six lions must be destroyed. There was enough evidence to establish that there had been seven lions and the man-eater was evidently one of them. Each time a cottage door was opened, the same lions were found in the immediate vicinity. We did not believe the old Ranger’s story about the witches in the baobab tree, but we accepted that the remaining lions were very likely to be or to become man-eaters.


Then, one day, the water tank fell over for no apparent reason. One of the cottages went up in flames. It was not occupied. Weird reports came in from all kinds of people who had previously been to the lodge and were afraid of being ridiculed until the Ghosts of Ngulia became a general conversation topic. The old Ranger smiled and said you can’t withstand the curses of a witch-doctor, but we decided these lions were to blame.


We set traps, and put out poisoned baits but nothing happened, although footprints showed that the lions had prowled around them. Tabs decided to rig up his floodlight arrangement and sit up for the lions, together with two Rangers, each armed with a heavy rifle and ensconced inside a barricaded truck. After some time, they heard a rustle in the grass, and Tabs put on the floodlight. There were the angry-looking lions, or more correctly, five lionesses and two larger lions that could be males. There was absolutely no doubt that there were seven—not six. It was near midnight. They snarled, and crouched, just as they had done near our camp beds, and Tabs whispered to shoot—each man taking aim at a different animal.


In order to get a better aim one of the Rangers moved and inadvertently kicked the clip from the terminal on the battery which provided electricity for the lights. The arena was plunged into darkness, intense darkness, because of the contrast with the lighted scene. Tabs quickly grasped the clip and restored it to the battery terminal.


There were no lions. Nothing stirred. They had vanished in a matter of not more than five seconds. Even the spotlight on the truck, shone around 360 degrees, revealed no sign, no eyes. Nothing moved. Tabs looked long and hard at a large baobab tree just a few yards away. He wondered about the old Ranger’s story.


We conferred for weeks while the buildings stood stark and empty. Termites began to take their toll. There was no way out, the Ghosts of Ngulia had proved too powerful, and so I ordered the destruction of the lodge. The cottages were torn down and the site restored to its pristine state—all except the new water tank which remained standing like an epitaph, a memorial to the seven witches of the baobab, who would never die.


—PREVIOUSLY UNPUBLISHED










The Lady and the Coelacanth: Remembering the Zoological Discovery of the Century



BY J. RICHARD GREENWELL


On February 15, 1989, I arrived in East London, a town on the south Cape coast of South Africa. It was my first visit to that country. What took me there was a woman. A very special woman. Her name is Marjorie Courtenay-Latimer, and exactly 50 years before she had made a discovery which was to rock the scientific world; indeed, all the ichthyology and vertebrate paleontology textbooks had to be rewritten. For what she discovered was the coelacanth (pronounced see-la-canth), a form of fish believed extinct since the Cretaceous, the time of the dinosaurs, over 60 million years ago. Her find is considered today the zoological discovery of the century.


It was a routine day on December 22, 1938. Miss Courtenay-Latimer was working on a fossil reptile display at the East London Museum, where she was the curator. She was also the head of every department, as she was the only employee the small museum had. East London was a sleepy town in those days, far removed from the problems of the world. In Europe, Hitler’s takeover of Austria and dismemberment of Czechoslovakia—and the prospect of war—seemed light years away.


The other key player in the events of that day was Hendrik Goosen (pronounced hoysen), the captain of the Nerine, an Irvin and Johnson fishing trawler. The Nerine was returning to East London with a haul of fish, but Captain Goosen decided to first sail to the mouth of the Chalumna River to lower the nets one more time. That’s where interesting marine specimens could be found, and he often tried to bring in things for both the Museum and the Aquarium. Little did he realize at the time how zoological history would be changed by his chance decision.


One of the fish brought up in the nets was a peculiar, blue specimen that neither he nor the deckhands had ever seen before. His first thought was to keep it alive for the Aquarium, but he then realized that he would have to break the partition in his tank to make the 5-foot-long fish fit into it. “Let it die,” he said. “We’ll give it to the Museum instead.” After docking, Captain Goosen asked a clerk in the office to phone Miss Courtenay-Latimer and tell her that there was a pile of specimens she might be interested in. After that, he took off on a month’s leave, quite oblivious to the profound discovery for which he was responsible.


The clerk called Miss Courtenay-Latimer at 9:45 A.M. She thanked him, but continued working on the fossil display, mulling over whether it was worth going down to the dock. She was used to these calls. Every few weeks, her friend Captain Goosen—or somebody else at Irvin and Johnson—would call to let her know that there were some new specimens for her; sometimes there was something interesting, sometimes there wasn’t. After some initial hesitation, she decided that, since it was Christmas, she should at least go down and give everyone her season’s greetings.


She phoned the taxi company, but a different driver—by name of Harrolds—showed up this time. He drove her and Enoch, her young Xhosa assistant, down to the dock. She first stopped by the office, and then boarded the Nerine. After running through the pile of specimens, she decided that there really wasn’t anything worth saving. But then she noticed a strange, blue fin sticking up from beneath the pile of fish, starfish, and seaweeds. She uncovered what she later was to describe as “a beautiful fish . . . it looked like a beautiful china ornament.”


Unable to identify it, but certain that it was something very rare, she and Enoch carried it to the waiting taxi. Harrolds at first would not let her put it in the boot (trunk), but she won the argument, and finally got the specimen to the Museum. She went through all her natural history books, but found nothing that even resembled it. What could it be? After a while, Dr. J. Bruce-Bays, the Museum Board Chairman, stopped in. “It’s just a rock cod!” he exclaimed.


Undaunted, Miss Courtenay-Latimer placed the specimen on a hand-cart and, with Enoch, pushed it all the way down to the hospital morgue. Surely they would help her by freezing it so it could be preserved? The man at the morgue, Mr. E. Evans, was a very tall man, and he drew himself up to an enormous height, peered down at young Courtenay-Latimer, and exclaimed: “No, no, no, no, most definitely not. No stinking fishes in the morgue!” She then took the fish—again by handcart, walking through the heat of South Africa’s early summer—to the Cold Storage Commission. Surely they would help? The man at the cold storage—curiously called Andrew Latimer but no relative—again answered negatively: “I won’t have any stinking fishes in the cold storage!” Now, one has to remember that in the male-dominated South Africa of the 1930s, women and their opinions were not regarded with particular esteem; and it so happened that our heroine was only a 32-year-old “slip of a girl.” What would she know?


By now she felt “like a deflated balloon,” and in desperation decided to take the specimen to a Scotsman named Robert Center, who did taxidermy for the Museum. Mr. Center agreed to help. They bound the fish in formalin-soaked sheeting, and placed it in his cold room. Later that day, certain the fish was some archaic and possibly very valuable form, Miss Courtenay-Latimer wrote to her friend J.L.B. Smith. She included a rough drawing of the fish, asking if he could identify it. Smith, chemistry professor at Rhodes University in Grahamstown, had over the years developed a part-time interest in fishes into serious ichthyological research. He was later to become South Africa’s leading ichthyologist.


It so happened that Smith was on Christmas leave at his cottage in Knysna with his new wife, Margaret. The letter was forwarded to him at Knysna, but did not reach him till early January. By then, Mr. Center had gutted the fish in order to mount it, and all the soft, internal tissues had been discarded. When Smith got the letter, he stared at the drawing in disbelief. “A bomb seemed to burst in my brain,” he later wrote. Smith realized that the fish had to be a coelacanth form. But how could that be? It was impossible! It would be like finding a living dinosaur! Such things never really happen, except in fiction. Without a telephone, and with piles of chemistry exams to grade, Smith agonized over what to do. If it wasn’t a coelacanth—and how could it be?—he would make a complete fool of himself. If it was, then he had better prepare himself for the storm which would surely follow—and he had better get those exams graded first!


All through January and into February Smith and Courtenay-Latimer exchanged letters, cables, and phone calls (Smith was able to use the phone in a grocery store). The 350-mile trip to East London was not such an easy thing as it may seem today. The roads were unpaved then, and heavy rains often turned a one-day drive into a three-day horrendous adventure. It was a long, agonizing period for both of them, but finally, on February 16, 1939, Smith arrived at the East London Museum. Trembling with excitement, he inspected the mounted fish. There could no longer be any doubt. It was a coelacanth, known previously only from fossils. This was, then, a true “living fossil.” He turned to Miss Courtenay-Latimer and said: “Lass, this discovery will be on the lips of every scientist in the world.” And so it was.


News of the find spread across the front pages of the world’s leading newspapers. At first, of course, many zoologists and paleontologists were incredulous, particularly those in North America and Britain. Who is this J.L.B. Smith anyway? He isn’t even an ichthyologist. The fish should be sent to the British Museum—they’d know what it is! Eventually, these negativists piped down, and Smith described the species, in Nature, as Latimeria Chalumnae (after the names of the discoverer and the river). But, still, distraught over the loss of the specimen’s internal organs—which could have told physiologists and evolutionists so much—Smith sought complete vindication. And the best way to do that was to find a second, complete specimen.


Smith was convinced that the fish had been a stray which had probably been swept down to South Africa by the Mozambique current. He thought that the place to look, therefore, was probably up north. With the outbreak of World War II, the coelacanth was rapidly forgotten. It also interrupted Smith’s plans, but after the war his search continued. By now, he had abandoned chemistry altogether, spending all his time on fishes. In the course of his collecting expeditions, he distributed trilingual coelacanth “wanted” posters in villages up and down the eastern coast of South Africa and Mozambique.


Finally, after a 14-year search, on December 24, 1952 (again at Christmastime!), a cable arrived from fisherman Eric Hunt, on the Comoro Islands—between Madagascar and the African mainland—then a French colony. A second coelacanth had been caught—Smith had been right about the location. However, if he didn’t go quickly, the French authorities would confiscate the specimen. But Smith was unable to get there. Those islands had no regular airline service, and all the officials who could help him at the University and in the National Science Council were on Christmas leave. In desperation, Smith sought the help of the Prime Minister, Dr. Malan, who immediately put a South African Air Force DC-3 transport aircraft at his disposal.


The crew, which had been pulled from Christmas leave for a “special mission,” were stunned when Smith, once airborne, informed them that their job was to pick up “a dead fish.” But, once they heard the details, they soon warmed up to the enterprise. Smith whisked his second coelacanth out of the Comoros, returning in triumph to Cape Town, to the waiting Prime Minister, and to full scientific vindication. The drama, like a fairy tale, had come to a sudden, sweeping, and happy climax.


In 1956, Smith related the entire story, at least from his own perspective, in his book Old Fourlegs. The title was taken from his belief that the coelacanth’s strange, limb-like fins were used for walking on the sea-bottom, a hypothesis only recently disproven. It turned out, of course, that Comoran fishermen had known the fish all along. The fish that paleontology said had been extinct for tens of millions of years was known to them as kombessa.


Following the 1952 find, the French closed off the Comoros—the fish’s only known habitat—to other nationalities, and essentially took over coelacanth research. Smith became increasingly obsessed with fishes. Every hour not spent doing research on fishes was time wasted; thus, he declined most social invitations. He died in 1968, but his work was carried on by his wife, Mary Margaret, through the new J.L.B. Smith Institute of Ichthyology. She herself became an ichthyologist of world renown, and died in 1987.


And so, 50 years went by. During that period, Hitler took Europe and lost it, Britain gave up her Empire, America put men on the Moon, and Richard Nixon came and went (twice, actually). And what became of Marjorie Courtenay-Latimer? She retired in 1973, after serving as curator of the East London Museum for 42 years. Now 82, she tries to live quietly in her cozy home in East London. But perhaps “quietly” is not the right word. With a bubbly, goodnatured personality, Marge, as she is known to her friends, is always on the go. The natural world was her whole world when she was young, and although that “slip of a girl” has added a few extra pounds in the intervening half century, she is still, in her early 80s, that same bouncy naturalist, Marjorie Courtenay-Latimer.


Miss Courtenay-Latimer is an Honorary Member of the International Society of Cryptozoology (ISC), of which I am secretary. Thus, on December 22, 1988, the 50th anniversary of that historical phone call and her saving of the specimen, I decided to call her with my congratulations. I caught her at the Museum in the midst of anniversary festivities, and she had to keep the mayor waiting to speak to me. Thrilled that somebody was actually calling from America, she invited me to visit her. This I already had in mind, and I flew to South Africa a few weeks later. I had planned my visit so that I would be with her at the Museum on February 16, 1989, 50 years to the day that J.L.B. Smith arrived and verified her discovery.


But there is a humorous side to our first meeting, on the 15th. I first called her to confirm the hour of my visit, but, just before I arrived at her home, a young student rang her doorbell. Knowing me only by name, and thinking it was me, she let him in. “I hope you had a good flight,” she said, wondering how such a young, scruffy character was to lecture at the East London Museum the following day. “A good flight?” answered the student as he took some archaeological artifacts out of a sack. He had dug them up in the desert, and wanted her opinion. “Oh my,” she said, inspecting them with interest. “And you brought these all the way from Arizona to show them to me?” “Arizona?” answered the incredulous youth. “No, I dug them up here, in the Cape Province.” “But I thought you had just flown in?” Fortunately, at that point, the doorbell rang again, and my own arrival cleared up the mess.


I spent a pleasant, relaxed day with Marge, and she told me the whole story, from beginning to end. I picked and probed for every minute detail, and taped it all (interested EC members may obtain a complete transcript from ISC, P.O. Box 43070, Tucson, AZ 85733, USA). She spoke of those early pre-coelacanth days in the 1930s, of how she built up the Museum, and of how she met and got to know Smith. She told me of her disappointments and frustrations trying to save the specimen, and the distorted versions published many times since. “For many years,” she said, “I thought, why? Why didn’t I chuck it overboard and be finished with it?” But, of course, she never would have. Another frustration was that, in her eyes, Captain Goosen had never really been recognized for his part in the find. “I always felt,” she told me, “that without Captain Goosen there never would have been a coelacanth.”


That evening, I was privileged in having Marge take me to visit Captain Goosen and his wife at their home, and we all had dinner together. Captain Goosen, now 84, is a modest and down-to-earth Afrikaner of gentle temperament. Although he had a twinkle in his eye, there was no fancy talk or deep philosophy here. How did he feel about the coelacanth 50 years later? “Oh, not much. It was marvelous catching it, but . . .” (As I write these lines, in January of 1990, I have just received word from Marge that Captain Goosen died on January 5. A quiet and decent gentleman, Captain Goosen survived his coelacanth by exactly 51 years.)


The next day, Marge and Nancy Tietz, the new director of the Museum, took me down to the dock—the only river port in South Africa—and showed me where Captain Goosen used to bring in the Nerine. Marge was able to pinpoint the exact spot. Except for the Irvin and Johnson buildings, which are now gone, she said it was pretty much the same. Afterwards, Miss Tietz suggested trying to find the house of the taxidermist, Mr. Center. I was surprised to learn that Marge had not been back in all those 50 years. But she found the house, and stood in wonder, remembering her trials of half a century before. “It looks exactly as it used to,” she said. We knocked on the door, and a middle-aged woman opened it and looked at us curiously. “Excuse me,” said Marge, “do you know of the Centers, who used to live here in the 1930s?” “Oh no,” answered the woman, “we’ve only been here for 12 years.” “Oh, well, thank you,” said Marge, as she turned to leave. “Just a minute,” I interjected. “Aren’t you going to tell this lady why we are here?” “Oh, she won’t be interested,” answered Marge. I turned to the woman in the doorway and asked: “Have you heard of the coelacanth?” “Yes, of course,” she answered, “the fish.” “Have you heard of Miss Courtenay-Latimer?” I persisted. “Yes, of course,” she answered, with increasing puzzlement showing on her face. “Well, this is Miss Courtenay-Latimer,” I told her with great delight, “and the reason we are here is that this is where she brought the fish 50 years ago, to your house.”


We talked for another minute or two. I don’t remember the poor lady saying much. But I do remember her still standing there in the doorway as we drove away, with a look of utter bewilderment on her face. I often wonder what she later told her relatives and friends.


We then went to the old museum building, now converted into a technical college, and Marge showed us around, remembering what was here and there 50 years before. This, of course, was February 16, the day J.L.B. had arrived at that very building. And even almost the right time. As she saw her old haunts, I could tell that many memories of times past were surfacing in her mind. I am sure that it was an emotional moment for her, and I was glad I was there to share it with her.


Soon afterwards, we went to the new Museum building across the street, where we met Captain and Mrs. Goosen, and had lunch with the staff. Then came the visit to the Coelacanth Hall, and—there it was! The original coelacanth; the first one from that fateful day, the zoological type specimen. It sits proudly in the middle of the hall, surrounded by displays and memorabilia. I insisted on some photos, and I took one with Marge and Captain Goosen standing next to their historical find. After I had given my lecture, and the others had left, I had a chance to return to the Coelacanth Hall. It was just the two of us. We spent the rest of the afternoon together, Old Fourlegs and me, and it eyed me continuously as I photographed it and studied all the displays.


Later in the week, I went to Grahamstown—about a two-hour drive—to visit the J.L.B. Smith Institute of Ichthyology. I was extended every courtesy (including a key to the building!) by the new director, Mike Bruton. The Institute, now an independent, government-funded entity, still has close ties to Rhodes University. With over 400,000 specimens in its collection, it is probably the largest ichthyology research institute in the world. Although most of the Institute’s research activities involve other species, the coelacanth, of course, holds a very special place in the hearts of the staff. In the lobby is a permanent coelacanth exhibit, the highlight being the second (Comoros) specimen acquired by J.L.B. in 1952. One senses right away that, while the atmosphere at the East London Museum revolves around Marge and the first coelacanth, the atmosphere at the Smith Institute revolves around J.L.B. and the second coelacanth.


In the lecture hall, where I also spoke, a temporary 50th anniversary exhibit had been set up, and I spent many an hour reading historical coelacanth-related documents and correspondence which had been dug out of the archives for the occasion. Also, raised on a wooden platform, were many of J.L.B.’s personal effects: fishing rods, specimen bottles, log-books, microscopes, and the like. J.L.B. is revered at the Institute (I heard that, if one is very quiet, his shadow may sometimes be seen passing by). Being able to hold and feel some of his personal effects added a new dimension to my visit, a dimension which cannot, of course, be gained by just reading the accounts of this brilliant, eccentric individual.


In a way, the story of the coelacanth, besides being scientifically important, represents the perfect human drama. The old fish, the sea captain, the young naturalist, the desperate professor, the prime minister, the Air Force crew, and the impossibility of it all becoming possible. I doubt if any novel or movie script could fully capture the personalities of the individuals or the dynamics of the story. Sometimes, for some reason, Fate moves all the pieces to the right places, and that is precisely what happened in South Africa a half-century ago.


What did finding a living coelacanth mean for science? These forms, belonging to an order of lobe-finned fishes known as the Crossopterygii, and the extinct (or presumed extinct!) rhipidistian fishes, were thought to be in the lineage that eventually evolved into all land vertebrates—known as tetrapods—from amphibians to mammals, including humans. Thus, in a sense, the coelacanth could be called our oldest living relative. It has often been thought of as a “missing link,” which is actually a misleading Victorian term.


In any case, the coelacanth, with very little anatomical change since the Upper Devonian, about 400 million years ago, is certainly the oldest vertebrate form known to exist today.


More recently, some specialists have attempted to revise this “missing link” scenario, proposing that coelacanths share an ancestry with the lineage which eventually gave rise to the lungfishes and the tetrapods. Thus, although still very ancient and marvelous, it would no longer represent a transitional form—or “missing link”—from fish to amphibian. To most people, such technicalities are irrelevant. The coelacanth, to them, represents a wonderful thing in a humdrum world. I myself am continually amazed at how many people know about it, even when they don’t remember any details, or even know how to pronounce the name properly. It simply represents a piece of magic in an increasingly technological world.


Fossil coelacanths have been known for about 150 years, but none of the fossil species—there are about 70 species in 27 genera and four families—reaches 2 feet in length, while the living genus, Latimeria reaches 6 feet. The most recent coelacanth known to science—until December 1938, that is—was the genus Macropoma, which disappeared from the fossil record about 80 million years ago.


To find live specimens of such an ancient form—true “living fossils”—was of tremendous benefit to ichthyologists. They have been able to study its biology and physiology in a way that was not thought possible before the discovery, for fossils tell one very little about internal structures. Most of the fish’s skeleton is composed of cartilage, and the spine is simply represented by an oil-filled notochord. Its internal organs are both archaic and modern, perfectly suited, apparently, for its cryptic mode of life.


However, Latimeria is still very much of a mystery, partly due to the fact that no specimens have yet survived captivity for more than a few hours. They live hundreds of feet below, and some form of stress kills them at the surface. Various attempts have been made, or proposed, to keep specimens alive for public display and study (including a project backed by The Explorers Club and directed by Jerry Hamlin). It was only recently that Hans Fricke, a German ichthyologist, filmed—for the first time—the species in its own habitat, by descending in a submersible. Fricke, Bruton, and Canadian ichthyologist Eugene Balon have also recently formed the Coelacanth Conservation Council, partly out of concern for the fish’s survival. There are now about 200 known specimens, and, instead of being the casual by-catch it used to be, the fish is now targeted by Comoran fishermen. As they are in great demand by museums, aquariums, and private collectors, a specimen can bring in a tidy sum.


The population is not thought to be very large, and it may be the only population in existence (although there are hints of other populations elsewhere). Tragically, then, the continual demand for the fish could result in its eventual extinction. That phone call of December 22, 1938, as magnificent as the discovery was, could inadvertently have also set into motion its death sentence. Thus would end a story which began 400 million years ago, when the world was much younger, and the dinosaurs hadn’t even been thought of, much less humans. South Africa, of course, has no control over what conservation measures Comoran authorities may or may not take. But Professor Bruton, who represents the next link in the chain initiated by Smith, is working hard with his colleagues to save the species. And I believe it will be saved.


As for Marjorie Courtenay-Latimer, the 50th anniversary has given her pause to look back over her life. “It’s been a really happy life,” she told me. “And the coelacanth was part of that, and always something very, very special. With all the troubles and worries that I had, it was always there as one of my real treasures.”


Would she now do it any differently? “No, never,” she answered. “If I came back to earth again I would do just what I did before, including the struggle for the coelacanth. I mean, it was really a hard struggle to save the thing, but I would do it again. Call it a woman’s intuition. It’s wonderful to know that that intuition, or call it what you may, is recognized 50 years later. It’s been great fun.”


As for me, I shall always cherish my coelacanth visit, and the people I met and the stories I heard. I didn’t go into forests or swamps this time. But it was a real trip of exploration, a trip through time and history, the kind which sometimes gives one cause to marvel at the wonder of it all. Before I left the Coelacanth Hall, I took one last, long look at Old Fourlegs. Then I turned and walked out into the bright sunshine of East London.


—THE EXPLORERS JOURNAL, FALL 1990
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Martin and Osa Johnson: Exploration Was Their Way of Life



BY KENHELM W. STOTT, JR.


The year 1921 was to be a turning point in the saga of Martin and Osa Johnson. The location was the New York headquarters of The Explorers Club. Martin lit a cigar as he listened intently and with growing enthusiasm to an older member of the club. “East African game herds are going the way of the American bison,” Carl Akeley explained. Akeley was a multifaceted genius—the father of today’s taxidermy techniques, sculptor, wildlife photographer, and inventor. As he talked with Martin, his plans for a two-tiered African Hall in the American Museum of Natural History were well underway. Miniatures of each diorama had already been created and the African Hall, completed after Akeley’s death in 1926, remains the most spectacular display of its kind in the world. Depicting scenes from all parts of Africa, it is dominated by an elephant group in the center of the hall.


“African wildlife is already diminishing,” Carl explained. “Someone must record the land and its animals photographically, and you and Osa are ideally suited for the task.”


Despite the fact that the Johnsons had just returned from a two-year marathon expedition during which they had made three films (one in the New Hebrides, another in Borneo, and a third in Malaya, Ceylon, and southern India), they followed Akeley’s advice and sailed from New York for Mombasa in October 1921.


Their first African trip was largely a matter of trial and error. With two Ford camera-cars and the primitive photographic gear of the times, they first filmed the game of Kenya’s Athi and Kapiti Plains, next the Ithanga Hills, then the Mara triangle, which is a part of the Serengeti ecosystem and still refuge to vast numbers of hoofed mammals and their predators. They then headed north to film the fauna of the deserts of what was then the Northern Frontier District.


At two sites in particular—one is now known as Buffalo Springs and the other has recently been gazetted as a national reserve, Shaba—they obtained a brilliant series of stills and movies of reticulated giraffe, Grevy’s zebra and beisa oryx. With funds running low, they pushed further north over ancient slave and game trails to the 4,700-foot-high, forested Mount Marsabit, which was said to be inhabited by some of the largest surviving ‘tuskers.’ Reports proved accurate and other forms of both forest and desert creatures were also plentiful.


One crystal-clear morning the Johnsons hacked their way through the forest to find themselves standing on the precipice of a crater, at the bottom of which sparkled a cobalt lake. The dense forest about them, the lake below, and bleak deserts extending beyond for hundreds of miles in every direction, provided an awesome spectacle.


“Oh, Martin, it’s paradise,” Osa observed emotionally. Previously referred to as Gof Sokorete Dika by locals and as Crater Lake to the few outsiders who had viewed it, it was to become known to thousands of Americans and Europeans as Lake Paradise. Even most maps of today, if they indicate its existence at all, still list it as Lake Paradise or Paradise Lake.


When they returned to America, Carl Akeley wrote in Natural History Magazine, “Mr. and Mrs. Martin Johnson . . . gave to the world a photographic record of African game that was of greater interest and beauty than any that had been brought out of Africa before.” High praise from Caesar was heady stuff. The American public reacted with enthusiasm to their film Trailing Wild Animals in Africa and Martin’s book Camera Trails in Africa.


On December 1, 1923, they sailed again from New York for Africa, but this time with the finest in photographic equipment and automotive gear. Funds from their first African film and book were substantially augmented by the American Museum of Natural History, George Eastman, and Willys-Knight.


Their immediate goal was to return to Lake Paradise for an extended stay. This time they established a permanent camp, the foundations of which still exist. In addition to comfortable living and dining quarters, they constructed a village for their staff, extensive vegetable gardens, a guest house, and a photo lab in which Martin could develop both stills and hundreds of feet of motion picture film.


During the three and a half year Lake Paradise expedition they made several extensive excursions, one to the Ndoto Mountains near Lake Turkana (Rudolf), and another to Tanzania’s Serengeti Plains, where they joined forces with Carl and Mary Jobe Akeley, who were in Africa collecting specimens for the still-incomplete African Hall. Together the Johnsons and the Akeleys photographed the famed lions of the Seronera, whose descendants still lure scientists and tourists to the area.


The Johnsons returned to Lake Paradise while the Akeleys surged westward to the Virunga Volcanoes to gather material for a mountain gorilla diorama. There Carl, who had been unwell for several months, died in 1926 and was buried on the saddle between Mount Mikeno and Mount Karisimbi. The Johnsons returned to America in May 1927 with superlative photographic material, the best of which appeared in their Into The Blue. Martin’s book Safari became an overnight best seller (and years later Osa was to write of the expedition as Four Years in Paradise).


By mid-December of the same year, the Johnsons were on their way back to Africa, this time with George Eastman as a companion. They left their ship at Alexandria and ascended the Nile by train and riverboat to Rejaf in the southern Sudan. Heading southwest, they filmed northern white rhinos, then moved into the Ituri Forest, in what was then the Belgian Congo, to photograph pygmies. Still traveling with Eastman, they crossed Lake Mobutu (Albert), hired a launch and sailed up the Victoria Nile for their first view of what were then called Murchison Falls.


Upon reaching Nairobi, they parted company with Mr. Eastman and proceeded to purchase what was to be the only home they ever owned, a lovely two-story building surrounded by lawns and gardens in the residential Muthaiga suburb.


In March of 1928 they returned to the Serengeti to spend seven months filming lions, the most detailed photographic study anyone had made of the great cats. The stills and motion pictures resulting from that safari have yet to be surpassed. They were nothing short of superb and serve to underscore Martin’s brilliance as a photographer. While the films lacked color, they consisted of extreme close-ups depicting lions, not as savage beasts, but as great, friendly creatures with a strong sense of territoriality and family unity.


In March 1929, Martin published Lion and released the commercial film Simba. Later in the year the Johnsons produced a second film, Across the World with Mr. and Mrs. Martin Johnson. Comprised of excerpts of all preceding expeditions, it was accompanied by a ‘voice-over’ narration. Their first experience with ‘talkies,’ it was released in 1930. Long before it reached the screen, however, the Johnsons were back in Africa with sound equipment and engaged in one of their most difficult assignments—filming sound pictures of mountain gorillas on the Virunga Volcanoes.


They had left New York on November 15, 1929. Upon reaching Nairobi, they had their fleet of cars shipped west by train across Uganda. The ‘long rains’ had begun in Kenya, making travel by road (such as they were) diffi-cult. At Butiaba, they once again hired a launch, photographed and recorded the roaring waters of Murchison Falls as well as a classic series of hippopotamus close-ups that established a photographic tradition that has since become a cliché in African wildlife films—a shot of one yawning hippo after another, the overall effectiveness reaching almost hypnotic proportions. Then it was on to the Ituri Forest to film pygmies again, this time recording their songs as well. A classic shot reveals Osa placing a record on a phonograph and singing and dancing while accompanying a popular song of the day—one by one the pygmies recover from their initial surprise and join Osa as she dances.


By August 30, 1929, Martin and Osa had accumulated more than sufficient pygmy footage. Driving southeast, they reached the base of Mount Mikeno. Hiring an army of porters, they climbed to the site of Carl Akeley’s grave, which was situated at an altitude of approximately 10,500 feet with the peak of Mikeno soaring to more than 14,000 feet on one side and Karasimbi, nearly 15,000 feet, on the other.


They found gorillas abundant in the region, hearing their roars, other vocalizations, and chest-thumpings, but catching only brief glimpses of the great black shadows as they moved through dense hagenia or bamboo forests. When first they met a large ‘saddle-backed’ male face to face, Osa was to describe the encounter: “All of our big game adventures are as nothing to the thrills I’ve had today.” Her reaction was similar to that of virtually every other wildlife observer upon meeting that first wild gorilla.


Glimpsing gorillas was not, however, photographing gorillas. The Johnsons succeeded in catching an occasional shot, but never the quality of film portraits that the public had come to expect of them. Though legally protected, the gorillas had not yet begun to lose their fear of mankind (as they were to do in later years during the studies of Schaller and Fossey).


Reports of a plethora of gorillas near Alimbongo in the mountains west of Lake Edward encouraged them to change locales. A road running through the hills parallel to the lake provided easier access to varied types of forest and rendered moving cumbersome sound equipment less difficult. Photographic results improved enormously and their new site provided an entirely unexpected bonus. One morning while moving through the forest on foot, they unintentionally marched into a spread-out troop of feeding gorillas.


While most members moved in one direction, two young animals playing off to one side ran in the opposite direction. In desperation, they climbed a tall tree. The Johnson crew immediately began clearing the area around the tree of all vegetation. Once that goal had been achieved, they set about chopping down the tree. As it fell, the Johnsons and their staff ran in with heavy nets and captured both animals, who were stunned by the fall but unharmed.


Unlike the tiny infant gorillas that had previously been captured by trappers (whose inhumane technique involved shooting a mother gorilla to obtain her suckling child), each of these gorillas weighed more than a hundred pounds and was judged to be in excess of four years of age. They were placed in the fence-backed truck that had been the Johnsons’ mobile bedroom and were driven back to Nairobi along with an infant gorilla the Johnsons had bought from natives along the roadside. Although manual examination of two heavily furred, one hundred pound plus gorillas was impossible, their behavior caused the Johnsons to believe that they were a pair—male and female.


Until that time, gorillas had seldom survived captivity for any great period. But Mbongo and Ngagi, as they were called, offered a rare opportunity for scientific observation and perhaps for procreation. Snowball, the infant gorilla, was placed in the National Zoo, a subsidiary of the Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. Mbongo and Ngagi were sent to the San Diego Zoo, which had already acquired a reputation for rearing and breeding delicate primates.


In time, it became evident that the San Diego gorillas were not a pair, but both males. They lived to become fully adult ‘saddle-backs’ and were the object of many observational studies. Their capture, as well as the footage of other wild gorillas, of pygmies, of hippopotami and Murchison Falls, was recorded in Congorilla, released in 1932 as was a book of the same title.


Later in the same year, Martin asked Osa, “How’d you like to learn to fly, honey?” Mrs. Johnson was more than surprised since Martin had long expressed an aversion to flying. “You’d better,” he continued, “because I’ve just bought two airplanes.”


On January 23, 1933, Martin, Osa, their crew of technicians, and two amphibious Sikorskys were off-loaded at Cape Town. After a two-week delay, both planes took off on a zigzag course for Nairobi, 4,400 air miles away. Landing fields were few and navigational ground equipment nonexistent, but somehow the two planes (using lakes, wherever possible, for their landing strips) arrived at Wilson’s Airdrome in Nairobi. The larger, two-engined plane bore zebra stripes and had been christened ‘Osa’s Ark.’ The smaller, single-engined Sikorsky had giraffe markings and bore the name ‘The Spirit of Africa.’ Two years later, the latter craft was to be renamed ‘The Spirit of Africa and Borneo,’ since the Johnsons’ last expedition was to take them back to the Kinabatangan River in British North Borneo.


Once the two planes had reached Nairobi, Martin and Osa, both of whom were now accomplished pilots, and their crews, began an 18-month air-safari that was to carry them 60,000 air miles over East and Central Africa. Within the area, only a few emergency fields existed. Elsewhere Johnson crews went first by truck to hack fields from the wilderness and store supplies of fuel.


Traveling by air provided mobility that provided many advantages. Some flights involved no more than a couple of hours and carried them over terrain that had required as much as a month of trekking during the early days of Model T, ox cart, foot, and camel safaris.


The number of firsts the Johnsons chalked up on the aerial safari is beyond count. They flew over Mount Kenya’s 17,000-foot peaks and photographed them from above for the first time. Lack of pressurization prevented them from flying over Kibo, the higher (19,340 feet) of Kilimanjaro’s two peaks, but they easily crossed Mawenzi, the lower. They filmed the ‘Sea of Jade’ (Lake Rudolph as it was then, and now Turkana) and filmed the crater lake of Central Island. On this excursion they made the first sound films of that vanishing tribe, the Elmolo, as well as the more numerous Turkana. Other highlights included films of seemingly endless herds of elephants in Kenya’s Lorian Swamp, the wildebeest migration as it surged across the Serengeti, and a plane packed with pygmies who enjoyed flying but were not overly impressed with such a mode of transportation.


On the ground, they used their planes as blinds. Near Seronera, one sequence depicts an indignant Osa as she whacks an overly curious lion over the head with a bag of flour. They flew to Garissa on the Tana River to meet Trubee Davison of the American Museum and The Explorers Club and white hunter Al Klein collecting specimens for the late Carl Akeley’s nearly completed African Hall.
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