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  This book is for Harry and Laura Marshall. I can’t imagine what my life would be like if I hadn’t met them. They have always believed in, encouraged, and inspired me to be better than I ever thought I could be. The quote “never meet your heroes” has never been more wrong.










  



  
Introduction





  Some of you may know me as the “(almost) King of the Jungle”, “Legend Hunter”, “that animal guy”, “Beast Hunter” or “that guy who had cancer and catches snakes”. Probably not, though. Despite having a couple dozen hours of international TV series to my name, and giving hundreds of talks and presentations, I don’t really get recognized very often – unless we’re talking about college kids in Guwahati, India, middle-aged men in the US, or preteen Indonesian girls. My key demographics, it turns out. I struggle to name anything those groups have in common, besides me.




  I left my home in Upstate New York at 16 to live in a barn in southern Maine for a marine biology internship, and I haven’t stopped exploring since. My passion for wildlife led me to create my own YouTube-based wildlife series in 2004 and has landed me spots on Animal Planet, Nat Geo, Nat Geo Wild, Travel Channel, SyFy, BBC and more. Half of the TV shows I’ve made have never seen the light of day, but they were all an adventure and there isn’t a single one I wouldn’t do again if given the chance. Besides TV, I work full time in biotech, which is its own sort of adventure – albeit one where drinking the water is generally safer. I’ve been bitten and stung by just about everything you can think of – from rattlesnakes and black bears to bullet ants and a rabid raccoon – and I’ve lost count of the number of countries I’ve been to.




  I’ve had the opportunity to travel the world, interacting with some of the strangest and rarest animals, while having the honor of living with indigenous peoples in some of the most remote locations – participating in their rituals, eating traditional meals, and massively embarrassing myself while always trying to remain respectful. I am a perpetual fish out of water, even in my home state of Massachusetts. This book is part of the “On the Hunt” series, in which I get to tell some of my favorite stories from those travels.




  This particular book is about my time in West Africa (Cameroon, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and the Central African Republic) searching for the truth behind the mythical Mokele M’bembe creature with my friends making an episode of the National Geographic series Beast Hunter, also called Beast Man in the UK, “Breast Hunter” by my wife, and “Beast Master” by almost everyone who meets me for the first time and tells me they enjoyed the series.




  This region of the world is amazing, and remarkably misunderstood. It felt so foreign at times and so familiar at others. I met wonderful people and found some of the animals I’d been dreaming about seeing in real life since I was a little kid. I love and respect the people, the land, and the animals, and feel privileged to have been able to experience it for myself. Please take the attempts at humor in the following pages for what they are and know that I mean no disrespect. I hope you enjoy this book. If you do, please pick up the others from this series. If you don’t, I’ll probably hear about why on social media. Either way, thanks for reading!




  A disclaimer




  My dog Daisy was the best. She loved hanging out in the backyard with my sister Sarah and me when we were playing hide-and-go-seek, catching bugs, or looking for arrowheads on the trails behind our house in Upstate NY. She would wait patiently at the base of any tree we climbed and chase away our neighbor’s super scary dog (he ate a kitten once). She would also stand guard while I waited for the spider to crawl out of a crack in our chipped blue bulkhead cellar doors. It was huge, with green-metallic colored fur and red eyes, and Daisy would growl if I put my hand too close to it. She was a white poodle mix with poofy fur and perpetually muddy feet. Also, Daisy could fly, sometimes wore a cape, and would occasionally speak with a Southern drawl.




  I don’t have schizophrenia and Daisy was not an imaginary friend – but she also didn’t really exist. Despite never owning a dog as a child, I have honest, distinct memories of Daisy. Memories that go well beyond the stories my mom used to tell my sister and me about Daisy saving us from one tragedy or another. I also have detailed memories of being terrified, like heart-racing, nearly-in-tears fear the time Cookie Monster stole our shoes while we were wading in the creek catching crayfish and pollywogs. He would only give them back when we had the Count (who smelled like toothpaste) help us negotiate how many cookies it would take for each shoe, shoelace, and sock. Daisy ran back and forth from our house bringing with her a ransom of the ever-increasing number of chocolate chip cookies that my mom had left out to cool. The monster (I think people forget he is a monster by definition) kept finding loopholes in our deals, and the tension was getting higher and higher as the water rose in the creek. Cookie Monster smelled like BO and his eyes rolled around like a crazy person’s. He was unstable. In the end, Daisy came through, as she always did.




  Mom would start these stories, “When you were both very small, we had a wonderful dog named Daisy,” and they quickly took on a life of their own. They eventually made their way into our collective consciousness as real events, complete with details not included in the original stories which must have been added by Sarah and me. It was years later, during some holiday involving drinking (see “every holiday”), that we started reminiscing about childhood memories and one of us asked: “Did we really have a dog when we were little? I kind of feel like we did, but I also can’t picture us having a dog with all of the other animals we had. Daisy, maybe?” It wasn’t until then that we realized these were, in fact, fictitious stories our mom had made up to keep us entertained on rainy days in our old house. Stories that drew on real events (being terrorized by a neighbor’s dog, getting stuck in a creek, finding snakes, spiders, and arrowheads, etc.), with Daisy taking the place of our mother as the heroine.




  I guess what I mean by this is, all of the stories in this book are exactly how I remember them, but I honestly remember having a flying southern-belle dog and interacting with Muppets. Take that how you want. I had a great childhood.




  Oh, also – All views expressed are my own and do not reflect those of National Geographic, the National Geographic Channel, Icon Films, John Hunt Publishing, or any other person or organization mentioned (or not mentioned) in this book.







  



  Chapter 1




  Too Dirty to Fly




  A few months before I turned 30, I was told that the National Geographic Channel had picked up a new TV series and I had, amazingly, been chosen as the host. This series would take me all over the world to live with different groups of indigenous peoples, participate in their customs and rituals, and learn their stories and myths in the hopes of getting a more full understanding of the veracity and importance of some legendary creatures in their cultures. Despite the fact that the only international trips I’d taken before this were to Montreal’s Biodome for a biology-club field trip in seventh grade, Puerto Rico for a microbiology conference, and a couple of self-funded wildlife filming expeditions to Costa Rica, I was naively confident that this series would be nothing I couldn’t handle. I had a brand new passport – two actually – and I was ready to go! I had two passports because travel schedules would be so tight that I would need to have one passport with me while the other was being authorized for VISAs in our next location, then swap them out with our production team after crossing various borders and getting the requisite stamps.




  It was all very confusing and supremely exciting! My parents, sister, and girlfriend had copies of all of my important documents and I’d established code words in case I was kidnapped and being held captive in some foreign location. I’d taken a leave of absence from my biotech day job and upped my life insurance to the max. Finally, I’d received maybe a dozen vaccines and had a small pharmacy of antimalarial, -bacterial, -diarrheal, -pain, -nausea, and sleep meds. I was ready for anything this world could throw at me!




  The first shoot of the series would be looking for the truth behind stories of a supposed living dinosaur, Mokele M’bembe, in West Africa, and I had been warned by our series producer Barny and executive producer Harry that it would be my “trial by fire”. I arrived in Cameroon after an amazing three-week trip through Europe. I had been in Geel, Belgium for that biotech day job that I was taking leave of, then met up with my then-girlfriend, now-wife Anna in London and was going to catch a train to Paris for a week-long stay in the St. Germaine neighborhood. We would then head to Bristol in England for a week of meet-and-greets with all of the production folks I’d be living and working with for the next five months, then I’d be off to West Africa! I had everything I would need for each leg of the journey in two oversized packs. One had appropriate day-job stuff – pressed button-down shirts, dress pants, nice shoes, toiletries, laptop, work papers, and other trappings of a fairly normal office job. It also contained appropriate clothing for Paris and Bristol in the spring. The other was unlike any bag I had ever packed.




  It contained: three pairs of SmartWool socks (not the obvious choice for a trip to Equatorial Africa, but surprisingly comfortable, breathable, and durable; also the best at keeping ticks at bay, and they maintain excellent functionality even when wet); two pairs of antimicrobial ExOfficio boxer-briefs – stink-proof for up to 30 days; two “Beast Hunter uniforms” – thick camouflage cargo pants and khaki “explorer-chic” epaulette emblazoned, long sleeve, button-down shirts; one pair of well-worn leather boots; three knives/utility tools of varying sizes and functions; lots of camper-toilet paper; water purification tablets; one pack of oversized bath-wipes (designed for giving sponge baths to bedridden patients in hospitals or long-term care); lots of shot-blocks; shot-rocks; Gu; 5-hour-energy drinks and various other “performance” foods; one collapsible snake stick; one pair of collapsible snake tongs; a few snake bags; two headlamps; one multinational outlet and voltage converter; one brand-new Canon T2i; one full and one head-sized mosquito net; one silk sleep sack; a warm-weather sleeping bag; a medical kit; lots of cable ties; duct tape; Jungle Juice bug spray; 99% DEET drops; the aforementioned pharmaceuticals, and a wide-brimmed explorer hat. This shit was heavy.




  Anna and I ran (me awkwardly because of the bulky bags and natural lack of grace) through beautiful King’s Cross station making Harry Potter jokes and looking for the train to Paris, only to realize we were in the wrong station and had to go through King’s Cross to get to St. Pancras station, where our train would be leaving from. The mix-up did nothing to diminish our excitement for our first visit to what would become one of our favorite cities. We eventually found the right station, and the gate, got into the queue (this was London – it’s not a “line,” it’s a “queue”), and looked around. I immediately noted how this seemed like a line you’d be in when waiting to board an airplane – interesting. People were placing their coats, bags, and other personal items on a conveyor belt. Suddenly it dawned on me that one of my bags was not just perfectly suited for a few weeks in the bush, but would also come in handy if I was looking to hijack any form of public transportation or lead an extended stand-off with local authorities, complete with paramilitary-esque uniforms.




  Anna is generally very patient with my stupidity. We met in 1999 at Suffolk University in Boston, Massachusetts when she was a freshman and I was a sophomore. I will never forget the first time I saw her, as it was the only time in my life I have been left literally speechless by a woman I’ve never spoken to. She was in a dress on her way out for the night, and I was in some dirty army pants and an old Ramones T-shirt hanging out in the cafeteria. I pretended to study the overhead menu for the entire duration she was in line and made awkward eye contact a few times, but was physically unable to speak. She was probably (rightfully) weirded out by me. She made her exit, I regained my ability to function, and I told my friends that the most attractive woman I’d ever seen had just walked out of the room.




  I figured out who she was a few weeks later when it turned out that I’d be the Teaching Assistant in her intro to chem lab. I spent the next few years getting to know her – teaching a couple of her labs, assisting the teacher in others, hanging out occasionally as friends, selling her my old books. Any excuse to talk to her. I literally wrote things down to say to her the night before our labs together, then lost my nerve and just talked about the subject matter at hand, or her trip to Vietnam when she was 14 (my go-to “hey, I know a fact about you!” bullshit discussion). I sat awkwardly on my lab stool flicking my gloves against my thumb to make them “pop” and stared off in space, because I’m super cool like that. I finally got the courage to ask her out on a date at the start of my senior year. She had transferred to a different university in Boston and we were both single, and to my amazement she said yes. Our first date was at the New England Aquarium – which is the most Pat Spain thing to do, ever – and it was closed – which is actually the most Pat Spain thing to do, ever. We then went to a nice Italian restaurant, and when I tried being classy and asked if we should order some wine she looked really nervous, and said, “Ummmm... I better not.”




  To which I replied: “Oh, I just thought wine might be nice. I’m not trying to get you drunk and take advantage of you or anything.” Those words actually left my mouth.




  She just said: “I mean, I’m only 20...” For those of you not in the States, the drinking age here is 21, and Anna was only trying to avoid an awkward situation of not being able to produce valid ID to get a drink, so of course, I created a much more awkward situation. She married me. I still don’t know how or why.




  Anna is 5’3” and fiercer and more loyal than anyone you could meet. She’s first-generation Vietnamese and grew up in Lowell, Massachusetts, former Crack Capital of America, which, if she’s been drinking, she will usually tell you in the form of a shouted, “I’m from LOWELL,” and an implied, “Don’t fuck with me or my family” – sometimes it’s not “implied” so much as “implicitly stated”. She’s amazing in every way – an amazing mom, super smart (destroyed me in organic and all other chem classes, and overall grade point average), funny, very kind, and as I said, generally patient...




  “I wonder if my camping stuff will be a problem,” I said, casually.




  Anna – “Why would they care that you’re going camping? You do have two huge bags, like an Ah-mer’can. I’d be more worried about space restrictions on the train.”




  “Well, I meant more my knives, matches, snake sticks, lighters – you know, camping stuff.”




  “Are you telling me you have knives? Plural? Why are you bringing weapons to Paris?”




  “I’m not bringing weap – well, I guess I am, but they’re for Africa.”




  “Seriously? Why do you always do this?” was her only response.




  By this point we had reached security. I have a bad history with security. I once had a gun pulled on me by the police at a Texas bus station, I am always the “random selection” at the airport, I have been strip-searched, questioned about my clothes, shoes, articles in my baggage... Basically, I was not feeling confident.




  Smiling, I put my bag on the conveyor, thinking maybe I’d get lucky. I waited, and then an alarm went off. Oh shit. Anna shook her head, slowly, reprovingly. Three very large security guards came over.




  “Sir, please come with me.”




  “Is everything okay, officers?” I said, in my best innocent, confused-American voice.




  “Do you have anything in your bag that you shouldn’t?”




  “I don’t think so.” Always a solid answer.




  “You don’t have any weapons?”




  Almost laughing. “No! Of course not. I do have camping supplies. I’m going to Africa.”




  “Funny, I thought you were going to Paris, based on your ticket. You don’t have any knives, then?”




  “Oh, Africa is after Paris. And – knives, yes. I have three knives. For camping, after Paris, in Africa.” Well, this was going poorly.




  “Right, and large hooks of some kind, it looks like on the scan?”




  “That would be my snake sticks. I like to catch snakes. You know, like Steve Irwin?”




  “Hmm. Without touching your bag, could you point to where the weapons are?”




  “Well, they aren’t weapons, really. But yes.” Anna was laughing by this point, likely out of anger. “Probably around here-ish?” I said, as I swirled my hands over the bag, hoping I would not be thrown in prison. They opened my bag and removed its contents. The snake sticks caused some excitement, but one of the guards was a fan of wildlife TV and recognized them for what they were. My Leatherman was then systematically made to reveal each of its blades and tools and was miraculously deemed acceptable. Same for the other utility knife. Then my locking, beltloop-attaching Gerber was produced.




  “I think we have a problem.”




  “Can I check my bag under the train, maybe?”




  “This is not a plane, sir, there is no checked baggage. Clearly we can see you’re going camping – all of this [motioning to my now-unpacked bag] makes sense, but this is a big problem,” the officer said as he held up my knife.




  “Hmm, I really don’t see why. It’s a knife, for camping. It doesn’t seem like a problem.”




  The knife, in many places I’ve been, seems perfectly normal. No one would give it a second glance. It’s a moderate four-and-a-half inch hunting-style blade, not like a Rambo knife, or something. When the guard snapped it open, locked the blade, and held it up in St. Pancras station though, it looked anything but okay.




  “You didn’t think this would be a problem?”




  “Well, when you hold it up like that, in here, I guess it looks a little different.”




  “No matter how it looks, this is illegal in England – the blade is over four inches, and it locks in place.”




  “Can I... give it to you? Like, turn it over to the police?”




  “Yes, I think that’s best. We can just forget about this as long as you’re willing to turn it over.”




  I was pleasantly surprised. I wasn’t going to have anything rammed into any orifice! I wasn’t going to be arrested, deported, detained, or even questioned! The London Police seemed very reasonable. In fact, I was thinking that I might even still make the train to Paris. I was feeling good, the tension eased, and the police seemed relaxed, making a couple jokes about wildlife shows. I decided to respectfully ask a question as I was repacking my bag. “I’m going to be traveling a lot between the US, England, and other places for the next few months. What do you recommend I do with stuff like that?” I gestured to the knife, now in a secure clear-plastic container, clearly meant to show what not to bring on the train. “What if I need it in, say, Mongolia, but have to come to England for a couple days first?”




  Suddenly, all good humor evaporated. “Sir, are you telling me that you’re planning on bringing illegal weapons into my country in the future?”




  Anna’s face goes white. She mouths, “What the fuck are you thinking?”, and I get the corresponding death stare.




  “Ah, no, I was just wondering. I mean, I go camping a lot and...”




  “Listen, sir. I would suggest that you don’t bring any fucking illegal weapons into my country ever again. Got it? Sound good? Sound like a plan?” (The last said with a mocking American accent.)




  “Yes, yes, that sounds good. No, I won’t do that. Thank you.”




  We got on the train. Anna laughed, a lot, and we split a bottle of French wine. We spent the next week eating, drinking, and exploring Paris, then doing the same in Bristol back in England. It was amazing, and as our plane descended onto the runway in Cameroon, it all seemed like a long time in the past. When it landed, everyone cheered and clapped. I thought this was really nice and kind of a throwback to the early days of commercial aviation. The passenger next to me (a businessman from Cameroon) smiled, and said, “Now that you’re in Africa, it’s worth applauding when anything works right.”




  As we were deboarding, Barny advised me to have my yellow-fever vaccination certificate ready to show customs officials. It was not custom officials who greeted us, however, but a group of small men in yellow biohazard suits, with white facemasks and goggles, holding old-fashioned glass syringes of mysterious liquids. It looked like something out of The Hot Zone. “Best not to get jabbed by anything, bro. Make sure you hold that certificate where they can see it,” was Barny’s next piece of advice. One of the men, holding a needle in one hand, took my vaccination record and reviewed it, holding it very close to his face then turning away, still holding my paper. “I need that back, please,” I quietly murmured at him.




  He turned around, glared at me, and said, “Lots of vaccines.”




  “Um, yes, I’m traveling to a lot of pla –”




  “Yellow fever?” he interrupted. Was he asking me if I had the disease, or if I’d been vaccinated? His needle appeared to be coming closer.




  “Um, yes. No, I mean, I had the vaccine. See, this line here?”




  I reached over to point, and he moved back a step, turning away from my touch as if I might be contagious. “Yellow Fever?” he repeated more sternly. Oh God, my eyes widened in terror, my stomach clenched. What is in the needle that is now getting very close to my arm?




  I blurted out, loudly, “I do not have Yellow Fever. My vaccination record is on line four of the form you are holding.” He paused, his eyes seemed to smile, he glanced at the form, let the needle fall to his side, handed my paper back to me, my intestines returned to their previous function, and he waved me on.




  Barny smiled and said, “The correct answer was ‘Yes’. You’ll get better at this.” (Spoiler alert – I have never gotten better at this.)




  Barny, like everyone at Icon Films, the production company, is absurdly well traveled, and the type of person you just want to be around. I describe Barny as the cool older brother everyone wishes they had. He has some of the best stories you’ve ever heard, and the personality to tell them. While never loud or obnoxious, he has a commanding presence that immediately draws people to him and makes you not only trust him, but makes you want to please him. This is the perfect personality for a great producer. I trusted every decision he made, no matter how crazy it seemed, and genuinely wanted to be a better presenter because of him. Barny gave me invaluable direction and tips without ever getting frustrated with my inexperience. He also has a degree in biology and looks like a blue-eyed male model. He always looks like he’s just come from somewhere fascinating and is quickly on his way to another amazing place with gorgeous people and interesting food. He has an effortless “cool” about him that seems to radiate, and his tendency to look off into the middle distance, apparently lost in his own thoughts, no matter what’s happening around him, only adds to the mystery that is Barny’s life outside of the time you are with him. He’s typically seen with mussed sandy-brown hair, a button-down shirt covering a muscular upper body, and stylish jeans. I continually questioned why I was on one side of the camera and he was on the other. The only reason I could come up with was that I was an American, and Americans like to watch other Americans.




  Barny’s hardest job in the series was making me look cool. At one point, he just wanted me to stand there and “look bad ass” – this came be called the “hero pose”. Whenever the light looked good and the background was impressive, someone on the crew would shout “hero pose” and I would have to puff out my chest and turn my head slightly away from the camera while gazing pensively at a 30 degree angle to the horizon. The first time this was expected of me, however, Barny asked me to just, “stand how you normally would and look over Duncan’s [the cameraman] shoulder.” I stood normally – stooped, both backpack straps on, feet pointed at about 120 degrees, thumbs in my pockets – and gazed about four feet over Duncan’s head. Barny said, “No, just stand normally, don’t pose.”




  “This is normal. This is how I stand.”




  “No one stands that way. You don’t actually wear a backpack like that and do that weird thing with your feet, right? You’re just overthinking it. Right?”




  “Nope, this is just me, normal. What weird thing with my feet?”




  “Hmmm... okay then, let me show you how a normal person would stand/walk/gaze at the distance/eat/run/pick up fruit/throw a rock/put on shoes/hold a goat/hold a bow and arrow, etc.” Barny did not have an easy job.




  Being on TV can lead to a lot of self-consciousness. Social media and YouTube comments aside, it isn’t healthy to see that many photos or videos of yourself. People who don’t know you are amazingly judgmental, which is completely fine. I think it’s part of human nature. Anna and I often quote the Nicolas Cage film The Weather Man where an older couple is watching Nick do his thing on the local news station. The wife says, “I like him. He’s handsome,” and the husband replies, “I hate him. I hate him, and his asshole face.” When people say this to the TV, no one is the wiser, but with the interwebs you can give your unsolicited opinion directly to the asshole faces of the attention-starved, self-obsessed “stars” of reality shows and further their God complexes and neuroses. Technology is awesome. Luckily for me, after a lifetime of having terrible coordination, a weird voice, and joints which constantly pop out causing me to fall over at the most inopportune times or otherwise make a fool of myself, it’s impossible to embarrass or offend me, and all comments I stumble across are either ignored or laughed off. I also think I have a healthy degree of self-realization and am comfortable in the knowledge that I’m not morbidly obese, but also not a bronzed god. All of the “Fat Pat” comments are awesome because one of my best friends Adrianna to this day introduces me to people by saying, “This is Pat. He was fat when he was little.” The one thing I did obsess over, to the point of actually going to a doctor, was when I noticed that in about 25% of the pictures of me, my eyes pointed in different directions. It really freaked me out. Not in a body-image kind of way, but in an “Oh my God do I have an undiagnosed brain injury” way. Turns out, most people’s eyes do this to some degree, but they aren’t subjected to looking at thousands of pictures of themselves from all angles, so they don’t really notice it.




  Outside of the airport, the first thing I noticed about Cameroon was that if you hadn’t told me it was Cameroon, I wouldn’t have guessed it. I don’t know why, but “Africa”, particularly “Equatorial West Africa” – countries like Cameroon, Congo, and the Central African Republic – held a mystical fascination for me. As naive as it sounds, I pictured them looking like... well, honestly, I don’t know what I pictured them looking like. Exotic in some way, I guess. It never crossed my mind to think of these places as whole countries – with bustling cities, international airports, business hubs, and car dealerships. Yes, this is very immature and Western, but, that’s what I was, and all I knew of these places was what I’d seen on wildlife documentaries. I certainly did not picture them looking like Orlando, Florida, which is basically what the outside of this airport looked like. Sure, there were military personnel with AKs and there were no “Magic Express” buses with Mickey Mouse on them, but it wasn’t like I stepped out into an open-air market, a desert, or a rainforest – the most common images the wildlife shows I grew up obsessing over showed me of Africa. I stepped into an overcast misty morning parking lot of a very normal, slightly run-down airport in a humid environment. There was landscaping, hedges, mulch, well-kept grass, a rotary to drop off or pick up passengers, and chipped painted lines with signs showing the direction of transport. The weather was balmy, the air smelled of diesel, and the corners of the buildings looked a bit mossy and moldy, but it was entirely unremarkable. In fact, after nearly being injected with a mystery vaccine from a masked man, it was a little disorienting how unremarkable this all seemed.




  We met our guides and I was again struck by how they would have fit in anywhere – Costa Rica, Montreal, California, or Boston. I would have hung out and chatted with them in any airport bar anywhere in the world. Ronald was around 40 and was clearly the boss. He was serious most of the time, but had a great dry sense of humor. Aaron was a bit older than Ronald and spoke significantly less English but was very enthusiastic and smiled a lot. Leopold was younger, probably in his early twenties, and spoke with a thick French accent, and Sylvester, also in his twenties, seemed to have no idea why he was there, but was ready to help nonetheless. Ronald, Aaron and Leopold were muscular and dressed primarily in soccer jerseys or button-downs, jeans or cargo pants, and flip-flops. They appeared ready for anything – jungles, a pickup game of soccer, maybe a backroom brawl, if necessary. Sylvester on the other hand looked like he belonged on the streets of LA. He was a little heavier than the others and wore fashionable T-shirts and shorts with red Crocs, and carried designer handbags. He admitted he’d never been to the forest, but was excited to see it, if a little scared. He also said that the Crocs might not be the best footwear, so he’d packed some red jellies that looked like they’d been taken off a little girl in the early nineties.




  After all the “trial by fire” talk I was expecting pure chaos and nonstop action, but this seemed less chaotic than the Nature Calls shoots I had organized, and everyone seemed to know exactly what they were doing. Piece of cake this professional “hosting” stuff. No worries. I had spent six years as host, writer, director, producer, and financier of my own wildlife show (the aforementioned Nature Calls) – just hosting seemed like a no-stress deal. We jumped into a line of beat-up SUVs and trucks and caravanned into town. That first ride in Africa was exhilarating. I was imagining mambas and adders in every overgrown field and patch of forest we passed. I wanted to jump out of the car and explore them all. I took pictures of the ramshackle restaurants with lawn chairs in front and pop-up storefronts selling medicines with Chinese characters on them. Street vendors came up to our cars and tried to sell us loose pharmaceutical tablets of questionable origin, their sandwich-board advertising showing full-color drawings of a sad flaccid penis + the pills = a cartoonishly large erect phallus right from that scene in Superbad. There were barbershops with fading hand-painted cartoon drawings of various seventies hairstyles and mustaches, Internet kiosks where you could connect to the web using a Mac that looked like it was from the movie War Games or whatever device you had (the most popular being knock-off iPhones, which a couple of our guides had). We saw vendors selling VHS movies and DVDs – lots of action movies and porn – with clipart covers or pictures of the stars of the film taken from other movies they had been in. For instance, the front of the VHS for National Treasure: Book of Secrets had images from Gone in Sixty Seconds and Face/Off, and part of the film’s description was taken from City of Angels. It was also labeled as a romantic comedy. (If you’re keeping track – yes, that’s the second Nicolas Cage reference in as many pages.)
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