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This book is dedicated to the memory of renowned mammalogist Jeanette Thomas, professor emerita of Western Illinois University. As a scientist, she conducted groundbreaking work in bioacoustics and echolocation with marine mammals and bats. As a teacher, through her imparted wisdom and guidance and the trust and belief she placed in her students, Dr. T was an inspiration and a driving force, enabling them to succeed.

Thomas was a vocal proponent for women in science, having been influenced by her personal experience. Her original desire was to study snow leopards in the wild, but in the 1970s, she was strongly discouraged and was told it would be too difficult for a woman. Undeterred, she instead focused her doctoral studies on Weddell seals, which took her to the Antarctic, a part of the world as inhospitable yet equally as beautiful as that inhabited by the snow leopard.

It is because of passionate and dedicated individuals like Thomas, who are fascinated by wild creatures and seek determinedly to understand them, that so many imperiled species like the snow leopard continue to thrive.
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FOREWORD

Iam delighted and honored to introduce this volume of extraordinary essays and photographs from the men and women who have left the comforts of home for weeks on end and stretched their limits to go in search of the elusive snow leopard.

The images and stories within these pages are unique among publications about snow leopards. They eloquently portray the challenges facing animals living at altitudes above 15,000 feet, where temperatures can shift fifty degrees or more in a few hours, amid the vicissitudes of long, snowy winters and the draining heat during the short summers. The writers and photographers collected here bring you closer than most humans ever get to knowing snow leopards and understanding why these beautiful big cats have for so long been considered the most elusive and mysterious of all.

I have devoted more than forty years of my life to studying and working for the conservation of snow leopards. As you will discover in this book, much has changed since the days when trail cameras used film and were triggered by a pressure pad buried in the ground: those were the days before fax machines, cell phones, the internet, and Facebook.1 But what hasn’t changed is how a person feels, whether man or woman, young or old, on seeing a snow leopard roaming wild and free in its natural habitat. How far you might be away from the cat really makes little difference—it’s always an unforgettable experience, a magical time long remembered.

That’s what this book is about, really. But don’t just look at the pictures—read the text. And imagine yourself in the mountains, seeing a snow leopard for your first time!

There are times when the challenges for conservation, especially in the face of increasing human populations, development, and global warming, can be frustrating, depressing, and daunting to the point of wanting to give up. So I am heartened to see these photos and read of the deeply personal encounters. They’re an antidote, and they give us all hope. They speak to something more than data gathering; they speak to the spirit of the snow leopard. They remind me of the adage: it’s not what you know that makes the difference but how you feel and what moves you toward making the world a better place, for snow leopards and humans alike.

Scientists recognize the snow leopard as an apex predator, a symbol of the mountain ecosystems of Asia. In southern Siberia, snow leopard is a clan and community protector; it is seen as a unifier of humanity. The spiritual form of snow leopard can choose to be seen or not. I hope it will be perceived as a force encouraging all humans to change destructive activities that harm wildlife and habitats and adversely affect those who depend on the mountains for their well-being, for critical resources like water, and for providing home territory to diverse, culturally rich peoples.

Back in 1982, when I had just sedated the first of five snow leopards ever to be radio-collared, I sank my fingers deep into his fur and took a precious moment to acknowledge his wildness and my responsibility for his welfare. I did not appreciate at the time that what I was feeling was a spiritual reaction to a momentous experience. That realization came many years later, in Mongolia.

It was during a particularly trying attempt to collar a snow leopard on a mountain in the Gobi Desert. Needing some time alone, walking away from the camp, I noticed a small boulder embedded in the sand. It was unlike any other boulder I had seen, with the markings of a serpent so plain I could not possibly have missed it. I went back for my camera, but when I returned to the spot, the boulder was gone. Being the scientist, I then walked several transects to try to find it again, but no luck. The more I searched, the more I realized that the boulder had vanished as mysteriously as it had shown itself, just like the elusive snow leopard.

Suddenly, a deep but tremendously calming wave swept over me, and I knew I was being sent a message to let go of the angst, that everything would be okay. And the next day, we put a collar on the resident male snow leopard, who shared his travels with us until the collar dropped off just one year later.

Thanks to its beautiful pelage, the snow leopard blends into the landscape and easily disappears into thin air. During our time in Nepal, we very rarely saw even one of our radio-collared cats. To this day, despite many thousands of field hours exploring all but one of the snow leopard countries, I have seen wild snow leopards fewer than forty times.

Digital trail cameras have been game changers, opening our eyes to the snow leopard’s realm like never before, but it is also a fact that decades of conservation education and action have led to increased sightings of wild snow leopards and contributed to the capturing of the images in this book. Where not harassed, snow leopards are much less likely to hide upon spotting a human walking up the trail toward them.

But it’s not enough that we can now see snow leopards more readily than ever, at least in places like Ladakh (India), Manang (Nepal), or parts of western Mongolia. In many regions of the world, we humans are losing our connection to nature, forgetting that we are not apart from, or above, the plants and animals that make our planet livable.

The Snow Leopard Conservancy has been privileged to facilitate a groundbreaking program, Land of the Snow Leopard Network (LOSL), composed of indigenous cultural practitioners such as shamans, sacred site guardians, religious leaders, and community-based conservationists, who include herders and teachers. New educational initiatives are being put forward by LOSL’s spiritual leaders. These initiatives are aimed at reviving traditional ecological knowledge and restoring our connections to the natural elements and cycles of our world.

While snow leopards were reclassified from “endangered” to “vulnerable” several years ago, we cannot let up in our conservation activities. Snow leopards still need our help, and this book is intended to serve that purpose, inspiring you, the reader, to see snow leopards—and indeed the animals in your own backyard—in a new light of appreciation. Everyone can contribute to conservation! We invite you to share this book, spread the word, visit one of the twelve wonderful countries where people are working to coexist with snow leopards, make a donation, or sign up for our monthly newsletter.

On behalf of the Snow Leopard Conservancy, I wish to extend deep appreciation to all the contributors to this book for sharing their artistic and literary skills.

RODNEY JACKSON FOUNDER/DIRECTOR SNOW LEOPARD CONSERVANCY
APRIL 2020
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PREFACE

Nothing seemed extraordinary about an email I received in early May 2017. Darla Hillard, the education director and my supervisor at the Snow Leopard Conservancy, was writing to let me know that she’d volunteered me to work on a new project with our Australian snow leopard ambassador, Margaret Gee. She told me she thought it would be “right up my alley,” but I was free to decline. Yet even after reading “you’ll be on your own with this one,” I eagerly accepted, not fully realizing where my hastily typed acceptance would lead.

One of the best parts of working with the Snow Leopard Conservancy is having the opportunity to be involved in a wide variety of unique projects that challenge me and allow me to work independently while being part of a fantastic organization. As on a snow leopard trek, I never know what exciting new adventure lies around the next corner, and I look forward to it.

Mine is a unique situation, in that I live halfway across the country from the Conservancy offices. It logically follows that what I do revolves around the internet. Having begun as an education intern while in grad school, I was brought on board after graduation to handle the social media accounts, including production of the e-newsletter; to work on occasional special projects; and to continue with educational outreach. As fate would have it, I’ve been fortunate to be able to do all that plus much more. And when I learned the nature of this assignment, I was thrilled that Darla had sent such an exciting new project my way.

Margaret, a literary agent, had approached Darla about collaborating on a snow leopard–themed children’s book on behalf of the Conservancy. Her idea was to put together a short collection of photographs where children would have the opportunity to “seek and find” a snow leopard in the wild. The images would also be accompanied by an informative text. As an outreach educator, “looking for a snow leopard” was an activity I was familiar with, and one I knew children of all ages enjoyed. Creating such a book sounded wonderful. Since I’d just had the opportunity to work with two outstanding photographers, Oriol Alamany and Björn Persson, on articles for a recent edition of our newsletter, I assured her I’d be able to obtain exactly the type of photos she was looking for. And without another thought, I jumped right into the proverbial deep end of the pool.

I began by contacting both photographers, and they agreed without hesitation to participate. Oriol and Björn are passionate conservationists and were eager to know what they could do to help. I mentioned that I’d thought of incorporating the articles they’d written for the newsletter and wondered if they would be willing to write one or two more essays for the book in addition to contributing photographs from their recent expeditions.

Björn’s original essay was a reflection on his personal experience looking for and finally encountering a snow leopard. I felt this was where we could go with the theme of the book. Then Björn made a suggestion that would forever change our focus. He proposed that we should use only manually taken photographs of wild snow leopards and not include photos of captive animals. I had already started to gather photos of captive as well as wild snow leopards, as they’re equally beautiful and portray both the mystery and the majesty of the big cat. I’d also planned to use some of the Conservancy’s images obtained through camera-trap technology. But I had to agree with Björn: despite the importance of camera-trap images to scientific research, using only those photographs taken when the photographer was in the presence of a snow leopard in its natural setting would best exemplify the message of personal experience.

Remarkably, in one email exchange, the vision of a small children’s activity book had grown into a full-length text for all ages, one that would explore what it was like to look for and be in the presence of a snow leopard in the wild and, inspired by Björn’s original essay, one that carried with it a message about our human connection with this elusive species.

The core of the book would remain a section for the reader to “seek and find” the snow leopard. But now the essays and photographs would tell the story of the journey from the perspective of the searcher. My job would be to provide the natural history of the snow leopard and information about conservation. Björn offered to contribute to the text, and from there our book started to take shape.

I soon realized that my little pool was beginning to take on Olympic proportions and that I needed to increase the size of my team. So I approached an artist and writer from Canada, Susan Leibik, who shared our love of snow leopards and had previously collaborated with the Conservancy. She would contribute both a beautiful drawing and a story based on her experience of looking for a snow leopard.

I also contacted one of our range-country partners, Tashi Ghale. Tashi, a naturalist, has spent his life living in the mountains of Nepal, working with local conservation NGOs. He was introduced to camera-trap technology by Snow Leopard Conservancy founder and director Rodney Jackson. Since then, he’s become an outstanding and recognized wildlife photographer. Notably, he obtained camera-trap images that showed, for the first time, evidence of the Pallas’s cat being present in Nepal.
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