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Linkwasha, Hwange National Park.







This book is dedicated to my father, John Loveridge, who taught me to care about Africa’s wild places, and to Joanne, Michael, and Ciara, without whose love, support, and indulgence this book would never have been written.
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Cecil, 2011.
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Locations of the main lion prides studied in Hwange National Park.








PROLOGUE



A LION CALLED CECIL
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Cecil charging the research vehicle seconds after he was first darted.







A stone’s throw away, the reclining male lion moved restlessly as I edged the four-wheel-drive Land Cruiser forward across the uneven ground. My wife, Joanne, and I had been slowly maneuvering closer to him for the last half hour, stopping the vehicle whenever he became uneasy. Our cautious advance was gradually allowing the big cat to become accustomed to our presence. The truck’s tires crunched over the dry grass tufts. The pupils of the lion’s yellowish eyes widened as the potentially threatening vehicle approached. His black-tipped tail twitched a silent warning. Twenty meters away from him, I cut the engine once again and we sat motionless, giving him time to relax, making no movement or noise. As a newcomer to the area, he was not habituated to vehicles or people and could behave aggressively, or worse, run away before we could catch and tag him with a radio collar. Once fitted, the collar, with a radio transmitter and sophisticated global-positioning system, would log his location every hour and allow us to study his ranging movements and behavior.


Joanne held the loaded dart rifle, ready to pass it to me as soon as I saw an opportunity to shoot a tranquilizer dart into the wary lion. To be sure of a clean shot, we needed to be close to the lion and ensure there were no grass stalks that could deflect the light dart. After a few minutes intently scrutinizing the intruding vehicle, the lion relaxed again, shifting position to scan the open plain and the bush under which his brother was mating with one of the pride females. The change in position gave us a chance for a shot. Through the vehicle’s open window, I slowly raised the rifle to my shoulder, bringing the red dot of its optical scope to bear on the lion’s muscular, tawny body. A gentle squeeze of the trigger and a phut of compressed air sent the dart punching into the cat’s shoulder. He jumped in surprise and gave a guttural snarl of annoyance. He glared furiously at the vehicle and, with a throaty warning growl, rushed forward a few meters in a tail-lashing mock charge. Teeth bared, he stopped, attention fixed on us, waiting for a cue to unleash a final assault on the vehicle. We froze. Any careless movement could precipitate a full-on attack. However, with nothing to provide a focus for his anger, his attention wandered. Honor satisfied, he stalked off stiff-legged to a nearby termite mound to nurse his wounded dignity. We sighed as the tension of the last half hour was released, the adrenaline of stalking and darting the lion ebbing from our bodies. With the dart in, we now had to wait for the drugs to take effect on the big cat. After five minutes he started to look groggy. After fifteen minutes his great head slumped onto his enormous paws. It was now safe to approach and handle him.


It was November 8, 2008, and the Lion Research Project had been running in Zimbabwe’s Hwange National Park for nearly a decade. The project had been studying the population dynamics of lions and had by this point already collared more than 160 of them. This male, though, was unique—destined to become one of the most recognizable wild animals in the world. That day, in the early morning sunshine, deep in Hwange National Park on the Makalolo plain, dotted with gnarled mitswiri trees, we had no notion of this.


  •  •  •  


Seeing a lion this close up is an experience that even seasoned wildlife professionals don’t often get. Despite having studied these animals for nearly twenty years, I still marvel at their sheer size. A male is close to three meters long from nose to tail tip and stands 1.2 meters at the shoulder. A large male lion tips the scales at around 225 kilograms (495 pounds), the combined weight of two of the largest American football players. A male’s size is augmented by a thick mane of dense fur on his head, chest, and shoulders—a signal of strength and virility that also serves as protection from raking claws in territorial fights with other males. Male lions are designed for war. They are the battle tanks of the cat world. Their adult lives are spent defending their territories and prides of females against other males. Lionesses are about 30 percent smaller, lithe, and muscular but no less formidable. A lioness has evolved as a huntress; her speed and raw strength ripple through every inch of her honey-colored body. When handling an immobilized lion, I often remind myself of the sheer size of these creatures by resting my hand against the underside of the soup plate–sized paw. A lion’s paw is pretty much the same size as a man’s hand, fingers splayed. Five lethally sharp claws, each three centimeters long, are safely sheathed within the paw. They are used as grappling hooks to pull down prey many times a lion’s size, or as slicing, cutthroat razors in territorial battles. These animals are beautiful and dangerous and perfectly adapted to fulfill their role as the ultimate predator on the African plains.


Yet, despite their magnificence, they are under real threat. Their numbers have declined precipitously over the last decade. Across West Africa, where lions were historically widespread, there may be as few as 400 remaining. Lions are doing similarly badly across Central Africa, where insecurity and conflict have undermined the safety of their previous strongholds. It is only in eastern and southern Africa that lions are relatively safe. But even there many populations are declining, some of them frighteningly fast.
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This is startling given that lions are one of the most recognizable and beloved mammal species in the world. What child in the Western world has not empathized with young Simba, the central character of the Disney animation The Lion King, one of the highest-grossing films of all time? Who has not enjoyed the spectacle of Alex, the Central Park Zoo lion in Madagascar, cavorting incongruously with a hippopotamus, a giraffe, a zebra, and four psychotic penguins? The lion’s image and reputation for strength and bravery have been appropriated by royalty, capital cities, sports teams, and multinational corporations. I’d hazard a guess that there are more images of lions in sculptures, carvings, gargoyles, and coats of arms in central London than there are living lions in the whole of West Africa. Surely, given their obvious cultural resonance, lions cannot be allowed to become yet another species balancing precariously on the brink of extinction? Or, worse, completely disappear. Yet this is what is happening. Lions will not disappear in the next few decades, or perhaps even in our lifetimes, but their slow, inexorable decline is a reality. And aside from a few concerned conservationists, humanity is doing little to prevent it. By the time the world wakes up to the enormity of what we are about to lose, it may already be too late.


  •  •  •  


We formed a corral of research vehicles around the sleeping cat to block the view of the other lions watching curiously from fifty meters away. Experienced hands fitted him with a radio collar, measured him, and took DNA and blood samples—all part of our scientific protocol. The necessary procedures complete, I injected the antidote to the tranquilizer and we backed the vehicles off to a safe distance to wait for our latest study animal to recover from his brief anesthesia. We needed a name for our newly collared male. The research project’s study data are recorded against a scientifically stark identification code. Study lions are often also given nicknames, as it is more practical to use memorable names for everyday use. They are often named for a landscape feature in their territory, the circumstances of the first time they were seen or collared, or some unique physical attribute. Some are given dignified African names. A particularly regal lion was named Isikulu (“the Duke”). One sociable cat came to be known as Salibonani (which means “Hi There”). The research team dubbed one unfortunate pair of lionesses “Kick” and “Ass” in commemoration of their ignominious defeat by the herd of buffalo they were hunting. Many lions are named for their physical appearance or character. Mafuta (“the Fat One”) was named for her over-full belly while Ulaka (“the Fierce One”) earned his sobriquet by frequently charging tourist vehicles.
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Cecil, December 2008.





The lion we just collared had first been seen with his brother at the Mangisihole water hole, which translates roughly from the local language as “the Englishman’s water hole.” I have never discovered why the water hole was given this name. Perhaps it was named after an early English explorer or hunter traveling across the area in the nineteenth century, or maybe after one of the park’s first game rangers. While we waited for the lion to wake, someone suggested, “Since he came from Mangisihole, we should give him a typical English name.” After a short pause, someone said, “How about Cecil? That sounds really English.” And so Cecil the Lion, member of the Mangisihole coalition, ID code MAGM1, began his career as a study animal on the Hwange Lion Research Project.1
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Joanne and I fit a GPS collar to a lioness.





When I first collared Cecil, he was between five and six years old, a male coming into his prime and challenging other males for territorial dominance. He was to live out his life in the East of Hwange, until the age of twelve, almost continuously monitored by the research project. From that first encounter, he became a favorite lion amongst our research team, photographic safari guides, and the tourists who visited the safari lodges his territory encompassed. Both he and his brother lost their initial wariness of people and could be easily approached by open-backed safari vehicles full of noisy tourists. One can only guess how often Cecil was photographed and videoed over the seven years he dominated the prides in the area. Perhaps thousands or tens of thousands of times, given that he lived in a prime photographic tourist area and was so well habituated to vehicles.


The routine capture and collaring of Cecil that still morning on the Makalolo Plains could not have contrasted more starkly to the international media frenzy caused by his death seven years later. The story of his demise at the hands of a rogue trophy hunter would dominate the front pages of the world’s print media for weeks. Time magazine voted “Cecil the Lion” as number one among the “100 Most Influential Animals of 2016.”2 While this article was a tongue-in-cheek foil to the more sober “100 Most Influential People of 2016,” the fact that Cecil was deemed the four-legged equivalent of Leonardo DiCaprio and Mark Zuckerberg tells us something about how sensational this story became. The small plastic dart that flew toward a then-anonymous lion was like a pebble thrown into a still pond. The ripples would, some years later, become a storm that would shake the foundations of the international trophy-hunting industry. It would also bring significant scrutiny of the way we conserve and value wild animals, awakening a global concern for Africa’s iconic big cat.


A well-known Zimbabwean proverb holds that “Until the lion has its own storyteller, tales of the lion hunt will always glorify the hunter.” This is the story of Cecil the Lion. It is also the story of my own experiences as a field biologist working in Africa and the realities of conserving large, dangerous animals on a continent whose ancient landscape is increasingly dominated by people. Cecil’s story provides a lens through which to explore humanity’s relationship with the natural world and what we can do to prevent this majestic species from disappearing.





ONE



THE VALLEY OF THE LIONS


People I meet frequently ask, with sometimes barely hidden incredulity, how I came to work with lions. The truth is that there is no one event that led me there. Perhaps my career had its beginnings in an African childhood. My dad, a zoologist, sparked and then nurtured my interest in animals—an interest later encouraged by several great conservationists: an Oxford professor, a professional hunter and guide, and a passionately dedicated National Parks3 warden. Without the influence of these four men—each in his own way worried about the destruction of wildlife—the Hwange lion project would never have started. One particular experience, though, piqued an interest in lions and large carnivore conservation and put me on the pathway to Hwange National Park.


My introduction to the quintessential sound of wild Africa, the roar of a lion, came in 1992. I was on a camping trip with some university friends during summer vacation. We had stopped for the night at a roadside campsite on the way to Victoria Falls. It is folly to drive after dark in this part of the world; the roads are made hazardous by stray livestock, speeding trucks, and inebriated drivers in cars with no headlights. Our campsite, in a shady forest of Zambezi teak trees, was close to the head of the Dete Valley, in the wild, 1,000-square-kilometer Gwaai Conservation Area bordering Hwange National Park.


Lying in my sleeping bag, covered by just a net to keep away the malarial mosquitoes, I listened to the nighttime noises of Africa. The drowsy prrrp, prrrp, prrrp of the Scops owl. The bustle of small creatures in the undergrowth. The whoops of hunting hyenas, comfortably in the far distance.


Suddenly, my contented contemplation of the soft African night was shattered by a thundering bellow, the unmistakable call of a lion.


OOOOM . . . OOOOM . . . ooom . . . ooom . . . ooom . . . om . . . om.


The noise is raw and visceral, awakening the terror of the soft-skinned primeval hominid who lives in us all. It reminds us that, in the wild, the darkness belongs to the predator and that sharp tooth and curved claw reign until the dawn lights the sky. Most people’s only exposure to a lion’s roar is at the beginning of movies produced by Hollywood film studio Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. Actually, a lion’s roar sounds absolutely nothing like this. Embarrassingly for MGM, its leonine mascot’s “roar” is reputed to be a recording of a snarling tiger.4 A real lion’s roar is an unforgettable sequence of reverberating, guttural grunts, generated deep in the big cat’s chest and amplified by a complex series of folds and a flexible, partially ossified hyoid bone in its throat. Only cats in the Genus Panthera—lions, tigers, jaguars, leopards, and snow leopards—can make this sound, and of the five “roaring cat” species, the lion’s roar is the most distinctive. The roar begins with a resonating bellow and tails off into a series of pugnacious, grunting ooomfs. The noise seems to vibrate through the ground, the echo bouncing through the bush and forest—a blast of noise that proclaims the ownership of all the land and the fearsome might of the owner.


The Somalis, from the Horn of Africa, have a proverb that says a brave man will be frightened by a lion three times. Once when he hears its voice; again when he sees its giant tracks; and, finally, when he glimpses the huge cat at close quarters for the first time. I can attest to the truth of the first statement. It is easy to feel insecure separated from a vocal lion by only a flimsy mosquito net. This lion sounded, to my inexperienced ears, perhaps a few hundred meters from the camp. I lay as still as I could, wondering what would happen next—unready, as yet, to take pusillanimous refuge in the car parked close by. Growing up in Zimbabwe, I’d heard stories of lions and even seen lions fleetingly on visits to game reserves. Lying in the dark under an insubstantial net, the story that was foremost in my mind was the one my father often used to tell.
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In 1972 National Parks warden Len Harvey and his new wife were living at a temporary camp at Shapi Pan,5 close to the center of the 14,500-square-kilometer Hwange National Park. Their house was a rustic, thatched rondavel, with large windows covered in chicken mesh. Shapi Camp had been used as an operational base for the National Parks Management Unit, which at the time was responsible for culling elephants as a population-control measure. The meat from the elephants was dried on wire racks in the camp to make biltong6 for commercial sale. The abundance of meat inevitably attracted scavenging predators. Lions often ventured into the camp. One of these, a lone lioness, became so bold she even entered unoccupied buildings. The national park staff was used to wild animals in the unfenced camp and paid little heed to the threat of wild animals that lose their innate fear of humans. Late one night, park ranger Willie de Beer was woken by screams. Len’s wife, naked and covered in blood, appeared at the door of his house. Despite her hysterical state, Willie gleaned that the lioness had climbed through the window of the couple’s hut and was now mauling Len. Willie and his stepson, Colin, armed themselves with hunting rifles and raced to the Harveys’ hut. As he peered through the window into the hut, Willie could see signs of struggle. He caught the distinctive smell of the predator. But he could see neither Len nor the lion. He wondered if the lion had already killed Len and dragged his body into the night. In fact, the lioness was crouching right below the windowsill, feeding on Len’s body. As Willie leant forward through the window to get a better view, she struck, grabbing him around the head with her deadly front paws. Her razor-sharp claws sliced his skin to the bone, in the process detaching his scalp so that it covered his face. Willie managed to fire a shot, causing the lioness to release him. Blinded by the blood pouring from his head wound, he stumbled away from the window, followed by the lioness. The enraged animal knocked him over and continued to maul him. When he lay still, she started to lick the blood from his wounded face, a prelude to starting to feed. Colin now confronted the lioness with his rifle. But before he could take a shot, she turned and pulled him down. Unable to see, Willie could hear his stepson’s screams and the snarls of the cat. His groping hand found one of the rifles. He used the lioness’s growls to orientate himself and pulled the trigger. His bullets silenced the lioness. Though frightfully injured, both men survived. Willie bore the scars of the terrible head wound for the rest of his life. He was awarded the Meritorious Conduct Medal for his bravery that night. The lioness was neither old nor injured, as man-eaters are often supposed to be. A postmortem showed that she had been starving. The desperation of hunger and perhaps an overfamiliarity with humans in the camp she had come to associate with food had driven her to hunt a species she would normally have avoided.7


  •  •  •  
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With my pet leopard tortoise, 1973.





Growing up in Africa, in Zimbabwe, was both unusual and privileged, something I took for granted at the time. My parents’ large garden and the surrounding open spaces were paradise for a young naturalist. There was a myriad of small creatures that could be observed or captured—chameleons, lizards, snakes, cane rats, and mongooses. My early interest in zoology manifested itself in the herpetological field. After a friend and I had returned from a frog-collecting expedition in the seasonal wetland near our house, my mother found several frogs disporting themselves in the washing machine—the unfortunate amphibians having been stowed in the pockets of my shorts and forgotten. My pockets were thereafter thoroughly searched before my clothes were sent to the wash. The highlight of my week was to visit the crocodile pens at the university where my father taught—particularly at feeding time. My friend Luke Madziwa, the technician who looked after the animal house, patiently answered my torrent of questions as he threw chunks of meat to the crocs.
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Zindoga, in my father’s research lab.





Studying large, dangerous predators is, you might say, “in the family.” My dad’s research interest was crocodiles, particularly their respiratory physiology but also their conservation in the wild. One of my earliest childhood memories is of visiting the laboratory where he kept some crocs. At the time, Dad and his colleagues were doing some pioneering research to understand how these fascinating but misunderstood creatures function. Wildlife managers still use the drug combinations developed by my dad’s team to sedate and handle large crocodilians.8 I remember visiting the lab when they were calculating the oxygen consumption of a gigantic male croc. The fifteen-foot, half-ton monster named Zindoga had been recently caught by National Parks rangers in a river pool near a village in the Zambezi Escarpment, where he had been terrorizing the local people. The huge reptile had accounted for the demise of many goats, dogs and, it was said, people. In the lab, Zindoga was quiescent and connected to a respirometer. A giant restrained with ropes and nets, he had to be taken to the Ministry of Transport truck weigh bay in order to measure his poundage. While he slept off the tranquilizing drugs, I got to sit on his back. The knobby, scaly torso of the great dinosaurian beast was large enough for me to sit astride him without my five-year-old feet touching the ground. A few days later, Zindoga escaped his restraints in the middle of an experiment and, with one blow from his massive tail, broke the leg of one of my father’s students. The great croc was later taken to the crocodile farm at Victoria Falls, where he was used as a breeding male and became a tourist attraction.
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Zindoga.





I saw my first wild lion on a field trip with my father. Field trips had been limited during Rhodesia’s civil war in the 1970s. Rural roads were frequently land-mined, and because of the risk of ambush, civilian traffic traveled in convoy with a military escort. After the war, Dad spent a lot of time on Lake Kariba surveying croc populations and searching for crocodile nests on the shoreline and rivers that flowed into the lake. One of my favorite places to go with him was the Sinamwenda Research Station halfway up the lake, which could only be accessed by boat. Getting there took two days in the forty-five-foot research launch, the Erica, captained by Ray Palfrey, a former professional hunter from Kenya. The Erica had been bought in 1959 for Operation Noah, which saw thousands of wild animals rescued as the newly built Kariba Dam drowned the middle Zambezi Valley.9 We saw the lion while hiking along the dry, sandy bed of the Mwenda River searching for croc nests around the river pools. We’d been startled by the warning growl of the big cat and glanced up in time to see a flash of tawny fur vanishing into the bush. The sighting was brief but, for a twelve-year-old, exhilarating.
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Collecting eggs from a wild croc nest at Lake Kariba, October 1972.





The eggs collected from wild croc nests along the Zambezi and on the shores of Lake Kariba were all placed carefully in a polystyrene cooler box, in a nest of vermiculite, and carefully incubated at the university. Inconveniently, baby crocs hatch from their eggs in late December—during the Christmas holidays when the lab technicians were on vacation. On those holidays, Dad and I used to go to the lab and check the boxes for babies that had hatched overnight. We brought the babies in a bucket to our home, where they swam in the family bathtub. We often had thirty or forty miniature crocs in residence. Care needed to be taken when using the facilities. Hatchling crocs are as ferocious as adults; within minutes of emerging from their egg, they can inflict painful bites with their needle-sharp teeth.


Hatching baby crocodiles was not merely an eccentricity. The idea was that if croc eggs could be collected in the wild and hatched under artificial conditions, there was significant scope for crocodiles to be farmed, rather than hunted for their skins in the wild. Also, a small proportion of the surviving hatchlings could be released back into the wild and, because the natural mortality of croc eggs is extraordinarily high, the released crocs more than compensated the population for the collection of eggs.
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Dad with a croc caught during his study at Lake Kariba, 1972.





In the 1960s crocodile populations had been in drastic decline over much of Africa; many populations were on the brink of extinction. This was largely because of commercial hunting of the animals for their skins, which were valuable for making fashionable leather goods.10 The sustainable collection of eggs and farming of crocodiles that my father and his colleagues helped put in place turned this around. Leather from farmed animals was of better quality, and along with legislation to protect wild crocodiles, this put the commercial croc hunters out of business. As a result, crocodile populations recovered markedly.


These were the early days of wildlife management. People were becoming aware that wild animals could be sustainably managed rather than eliminated as pests. By establishing markets for their commercial use, incentives were created to conserve wildlife populations. This was a novel departure from the view that wild animals were an impediment to agriculture and must be exterminated to make way for crops or European breeds of domestic livestock. With the aim of developing the nascent wildlife economy, the government established a network of national parks and safari hunting areas across the country. This included the compulsory purchase of former ranch land north of Hwange, which was turned over to wildlife as Matetsi Safari Area. Sustainable use of wildlife, through tourism, game ranching, and sustainable hunting, became the ethos of conservation management.


  •  •  •  


Lying in the dark with a lion roaring close by, it is easy to imagine the worst. But no lion tore through my thin net that night in the campsite under the teak trees. Eventually, I drifted off to sleep. While there were indeed wild lions nearby, when I eventually returned to the area to start a doctoral study, I discovered the lion I had heard was in all likelihood one kept in an enclosure by the rancher who owned the campsite.


Somewhat unoriginally, the rancher, Skwatula, had named the lion Leo. I was to come to know the pair well over the next few years. Leo was one of many lions Skwatula and his family had raised from cubs, keeping them as enormous and fearsome house pets. Skwatula’s house was curiously fortified. During the day, Leo slept in a shady pen, but at night he was released into a fenced enclosure that entirely surrounded the house, to roam at will until morning. Needless to say, the ranch house was never burgled. All the local thieves knew about Leo the lion and the potential consequences of trespassing on Leo’s nocturnal watch. Skwatula had great affection for Leo, though the utilitarian nature of their relationship was evidenced by the taxidermied mount of one of Leo’s predecessors in Skwatula’s living room. Aside from his role as an unconventional security guard, Leo served another purpose. The nocturnal, territorial roars of the captive male, which had alarmed me that night in the campsite, also attracted wild male lions that sought to challenge him for territory. As Skwatula and his family were big-game hunters, the inexhaustible supply of lions attracted to the area was commercially valuable.


Skwatula was a tough, leathery Afrikaner who owned several large ranches, run by his equally rugged sons, in the Gwaai Conservation Area. “The Gwaai,” as it is known, consists of several dozen unfenced game ranches and farms whose owners make their livings from hunting and tourism. The Dete Valley (or Dete Vlei, as it is called locally) snakes away to the west, a ribbon of acacia-lined grassland cutting through sandy ridges crowned with teak forest. It leads toward Hwange National Park, the largest protected area in Zimbabwe.11 Pronounced with a silent H, Hwange, formerly known as Wankie, is in the far west of the country, nestled on the border with Botswana. The park is named after a chief of the Nambya people, a tribe that lived in the northern part of this area in the mid nineteenth century, before they were devastated by the invading Ndebele. Marauding warriors reputedly flayed Chief Hwange alive. Hwange National Park is the easternmost part of the Kalahari Desert; its sandy soils are derived from ancient windblown sand dunes that still form parallel ridges in the south of the park. Wetter conditions have allowed the establishment of forests of teak, umtchibi, and silver terminalia that have stabilized the sands. Ancient, dried-up watercourses cut through the fossilized dunes, creating rivers of grass through the dry Kalahari sand. Hwange is part of one of the last wildernesses on earth. One can walk in a straight line westward for 450 kilometers from that small campsite on the Victoria Falls road and not come across a village or farm until one reaches the Okavango Delta in Botswana. The few roads are dirt tracks winding through the bush, following age-old elephant paths. I’ve had the privilege of working in this wilderness as a wildlife biologist for twenty years.


In the local African language, “Skwatula” translates roughly to “the one who speaks with his fists”—an apt description of his proclivity to punctuate any disagreement with hands the size of hams. He was, in his own way, a gentleman—generous, hospitable, and friendly. I spent many enjoyable afternoons drinking coffee on his front stoep,12 listening to his stories of the Gwaai when it was truly a frontier. I learned a great deal about the area and its history from him. He told me how he had moved there in 1961, after a career as an engineer in the South African Air Force. His family arrived with nothing but a tent, a truck, and a small herd of cattle. The lions soon ate most of the cattle. Cattle ranching was hard on the arid sandveld of western Zimbabwe. It was hot and dry with sparse, poor grazing. Skwatula related how he’d had to send his young sons out in the Land Rover to sleep out in the bush with the cattle herd to protect them. Lions and other predators were not tolerated and shot on sight, as was once common practice on farms and ranches across Africa.


Skwatula was a smart businessman and had pretty soon realized that ranching cattle was not commercially viable, especially if he had to share them with the lions. He turned to the more lucrative livelihoods of game ranching and safari hunting. The area had the potential to support rich populations of wild animals, including elephants, buffalo, eland, impalas, and their predators—hyenas, lions, and leopards. Skwatula and the other ranchers no longer tried to eradicate predators. Instead, they nurtured wildlife for rich foreigners. Trophy hunters would pay handsomely to recreate the bygone safari-hunting adventures of Hemingway and Roosevelt. There were arguably more lions and other wild animals than there had been when cattle ranching was the only form of land use. Some old timers still stubbornly tried to eke out a living by raising livestock, shooting all the predators that came onto their land. But in general, wildlife was seen as a valuable resource, much more so than livestock.
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White rhinoceros cow and calf in the Dete Valley.
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Lionel Reynolds at Makalolo Camp, 1995.





Tourists, who did their shooting with cameras, also came. Hunting was prohibited in the Dete Valley, as it was used exclusively for photographic tourism and run as a concession by Touch the Wild Safaris, owned by charismatic businessman, safari guide, and member of Parliament Alan Elliott. Touch the Wild was jokingly known by locals as “Touch Your Wallet Safaris,” as the lodges’ rates were mostly too expensive for Zimbabweans. The valley was particularly famous as a wildlife-viewing destination, and one could photograph the “Big Five” (rhinoceros, elephant, lion, leopard, and buffalo) on a single afternoon game drive. It was also a natural funnel for movements of wildlife to and from the national park. Great herds of buffalo and eland and smaller groups of zebras and impalas used the rich grazing and abundant water holes. With herbivores came the predators. Lions, hyenas, leopards, and African wild dogs slipped into the crosshairs of foreigners’ Nikons and Hasselblads. This is where I cut my teeth as a wildlife biologist in the 1990s. Inspired by my night at the campsite at the head of Dete Valley I wrote to Alan to ask if I could undertake the field research for my doctorate on the Touch the Wild concession area, to which he generously agreed. I stayed in the guides’ quarters of Sable Valley Lodge and Sikumi Tree Lodge. I became good friends with the tourist guides at the lodges and through them learned about the tourism industry and conservation in general. In particular, the head guide, Lionel Reynolds, took me under his wing. Lionel was an old-school guide and hunter. To go on a bush walk with him was to have one’s senses completely recalibrated. He missed nothing. Every animal call and track in the sand had a meaning. Every creature, from the scurrying dung beetle to the bull elephant, held his interest. He particularly loved to watch the big cats, and he passed this fascination on to me.


  •  •  •  


My first zoological research was not on lions but on jackals, the alert fox-like canids of the African savannah. I had won a scholarship to Oxford University in England. David Macdonald, a preeminent carnivore specialist and conservationist, had taken me on as a doctoral student in the Oxford zoology department’s Wildlife Conservation Research Unit, WildCRU for short. David has been an advisor, friend, and research collaborator ever since. My study of the ecology of African jackals allowed me to explore the Dete Valley, both on foot and on my own in a four-wheel-drive vehicle. I learned how to find and observe the elusive little canids, and how to trap and radio-collar them so I could follow them more easily. Jackals are entirely nocturnal, so my research involved long hours spent outdoors at night. This is a wonderful way to experience the African bush. Many species, especially the predators, are most active during the hours of darkness, when the tourists are gone. If one stays quiet and still, one becomes absorbed into the secret life of the wilderness. There were wild dogs coursing through the long grass, vigilant zebras, and nervy impalas. On bright, moonlit nights, herds of massive elephants drifted past like noiseless shadows. There were lions too. A pride used the valley as their hunting ground. There were several large lionesses with their fluffy, spotted cubs. They would appear for a few days and then vanish for a week or two before reappearing again. Their hunting ranges clearly extended beyond the confines of the valley, so my focus on the lives of the jackals precluded my finding out more for the moment.


Once or twice, big male lions wandered through from the direction of the national park. On one occasion, a coalition of three males spent several weeks in the valley. As part of the jackal study, I was recording jackal territorial calls and playing them back to elicit a response from my study jackals. I’d borrowed a small, powerful speaker from the Oxford zoology department to do this. One slow afternoon, as I had some recordings of male lion roars on an audiotape, I decided to see how the three males would react if I played the recorded roars to them. I set up the speaker in an open area, hidden in a clump of grass a few hundred meters away from the lions. From the speaker I ran thirty meters of cabling to an audiotape player in my research vehicle. I hit the “play” button, releasing a short burst of metallic roars from the hidden speaker. The three males appeared in no time, approaching determinedly, shoulder to shoulder. They were staring intently at the spot where the speaker was hidden, straining to locate the brazen intruder. They had almost marched past the speaker when one of the cats spotted it. He immediately pounced and seized it in his jaws, punching his huge canines through the thin aluminum. With the others crowding in, he ran off, head held high, defending his prize from his curious companions. The cable snaked after him through the grass. The lions were transformed from belligerent territorial defenders to oversized house cats as they chased the cable. On capturing it, they played tug-of-war until it was torn into small pieces. When the cats tired of their game and had moved on, I retrieved the battered speaker, which, though full of large holes, was astonishingly still functional.


Big male lions seldom stayed long with the Dete Valley pride. Their wanderings almost always took them beyond the valley. The rumor amongst the safari guides was that they left the sanctuary of the valley and were shot by Skwatula’s hunting clients—perhaps lured there by Leo’s calls and strategically placed baits consisting of zebra or buffalo carcasses. There was almost no real information about what really happened to these male lions apart from that they disappeared. If they were in fact hunted, almost nothing was known about the impact the killing of all these males had on the lion population. I knew from my undergraduate zoology studies that male lions are infanticidal; that is, they kill the cubs of rival males. If the hunted male lions were the fathers of the cubs in the Dete Valley pride, were the cubs in peril when new males wandered into the valley? Nobody I asked really seemed to know. While nobody had an answer, this did not mean people were not concerned; in fact, two men were very concerned.


Lionel, though he was a committed hunter, often spoke about the constant turnover of male lions and its effect on the lion population. The other person who was worried was Andy Searle, the tall, lean warden from Hwange National Park. Andy felt that lions were being overhunted in the areas around Hwange. As a park ranger in the 1980s, he had, as part of his job, taken part in elephant-culling operations, so he was not at all squeamish about hunting. He was, however, a strong advocate for basing wildlife management on sound scientific knowledge. He felt that too little was known about the impact of hunting lions to justify the current level of hunting. He was pushing for a research study of the lion population and had ensured that the requirement for this research was included in the park’s ten-year planning strategy.


David, by then my Oxford doctoral supervisor, was visiting me in the field to check on the progress of my study on jackals and to help out with the research. One evening, Lionel suggested that, because it was a full moon, we all take a night drive to one of the water holes. Armed with coffee, sandwiches, and a hip flask of whiskey, we sat on the ground near Lionel’s Land Cruiser listening to the nighttime noises and watching a herd of elephants splashing through the water hole in the silvery light. Into the warm darkness of the African night Lionel put forward an intriguing proposition. Why didn’t WildCRU start a scientific research project to understand the effects of hunting male lions? The research would be extremely valuable in making recommendations about how to manage lion trophy hunting and the threats it might pose. Lionel, as a highly respected professional guide and hunter, would support the project. He’d discussed it with Warden Searle, who was enthusiastic and would officially invite WildCRU to undertake the study. So how about it?


As Lionel and Andy had hoped, David and I both saw the opportunity to do a significant and exciting piece of research that could have a great deal of impact on conservation of lions. After I completed my doctoral studies at Oxford, October 1999 found me driving a newly purchased secondhand Land Rover back into the Dete Valley after an absence of two years. David had managed to raise a small funding grant to get the project started, buy a few essential pieces of equipment, and provide me with a small stipend, at least until more funds could be raised to initiate a larger study. I arrived full of optimism, with a pair of binoculars, a camera, and very little in the way of experience studying lions.





TWO



STUMPY TAIL


The main lion pride inhabiting the Dete Valley was called the Safari Lodge pride. One of the lionesses in the pride was distinctive. She was large, with the dignity of an African queen. At odds with her proud demeanor, she had a rather unfortunate name. The local safari guides called her Stumpy Tail on account of the fact that she was missing the distinctive black hair tuft that almost all lions have at the end of their tails. I have no idea how she lost it, perhaps in a fight with other lions or a battle with a pack of hyenas. She was also by far the largest female in the pride and, perhaps to make up for her foreshortened tail, she was a lioness with attitude. She ruled the pride and the valley with paws of steel.




[image: image]

Stumpy Tail.





Stumpy Tail was decidedly more aggressive than the other lionesses and had something of a reputation with the safari guides for charging furiously at tourist vehicles that were rude enough to get too close to her family. I got a taste of her mercurial temper during the first few weeks of the new lion study. I was watching the pride early one evening, enjoying the spectacle of lion cubs romping in the late afternoon sunshine, lionesses lying indolent as the heat drained out of the day, and the evening light turning to gold. Lions will often move into the open as the sun sets. They socialize and stretch after a day of inactivity in the shade of a secluded tree or thicket. It is almost as if, as the sun slides out of the sky, they take a moment to contemplate the night ahead, metamorphosing from sluggish butter-colored cats into deadly predators. The lions were relaxed and unperturbed by my Land Rover. Living in a prime tourist area, they were used to vehicles full of noisy tourists, and the sight and smell of people and machines were part of their environment. The curious cubs even approached the vehicle, using its bulk to ambush their siblings in boisterous practice fights. The Land Rover had a roof hatch that allowed access onto the roof rack. It was designed to allow me to climb out of the hatch to take photos or make observations without the disturbance of alighting from the vehicle. The gamboling cubs and evening light made for the perfect photo opportunity, and I duly clambered onto the roof with my camera and sat with legs dangling into the cab, taking in the scene. I was about to learn an important lesson. Lions in photographic tourist areas usually tolerate vehicles and ignore the people in them. This is probably because they only see the outline of the vehicle and treat the whole object and its contents as one inedible and unthreatening entity. They react very differently to the silhouette of a human outside a vehicle. Bipedal creatures have persecuted lions for millennia. Humans, especially those on foot, are seen as a threat by lions and they react accordingly, most often by running away but occasionally by responding aggressively. For Stumpy Tail, the appearance of a human silhouetted against the sky on top of a vehicle in the middle of her relaxing family was too much. Her lazy demeanor changed instantly; her lolling pose became a crouch and her tail lashed backward and forward. Milliseconds later she was on the move, charging toward the vehicle, uttering low, grunting growls. The speed of her movement was utterly breathtaking, and she covered the distance to the vehicle in the blink of an eye. Had she intended to carry through her attack, she could have jumped onto the vehicle with ease. Her purpose, though, was to frighten, not to kill, and she pulled up in a cloud of dust next the vehicle door, growling ferociously. It had all happened so fast that I had barely moved. My camera was still in my hands, unused. To be charged by a lion is an awe-inspiring, adrenaline-boosting experience. The noise and dust, bared teeth, and tensed, muscled body are meant to warn: “I will fight you. I will kill you if I have to. Leave now and leave fast.” Almost as quickly as she had charged, she turned her back on me and stalked back to the now-watchful pride. She paused to rub faces with another lioness. The affront to her family had been redressed, the human creature put back in its place. But the mood had changed. Stumpy Tail, without looking back, walked haughtily into the nearby scrub, whether to start the night’s hunt or to avoid the annoying human I could not tell. Her low calls from the scrub summoned the rest of the lions to follow, and soon they had all vanished without a trace into the bush, cubs bobbing through the grass in the wake of the adults. I was left to contemplate the empty clearing and the fact that I had a lot to learn about studying lions.
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The Safari Lodge pride, 2000.





The Safari Lodge pride was spending almost all its time in the Dete Valley then. It was dry and hot, and buffalo and wildebeests were plentiful as there was little grazing away from the valley. At that time of year the water holes along its length were the only water for miles. I spent almost every day observing Stumpy Tail and her pride. Andy Searle had radio-collared two of the lionesses so they could be tracked even when they were in the forests. The pride was sometimes to be found with two enormous black-maned lions. Massive and proud, they were the fathers of the pride’s cubs and the lords of the valley. Unimaginatively, they were known as the Black Mane coalition. I got to know the pride well and was able to identify all the lionesses and most of their cubs individually.
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