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  Foreword




  




  It was a perfect winter morning in the central Kalahari, and we set out very early in the angled rays of sunlight to follow the tracks of a male leopard that had visited our campfire the evening before. We might never have known he’d passed by if it weren’t for the jackal, which barked an alarm and escorted the leopard through its territory.




  We weren’t long following the leopard that in my enthusiasm to see the beautiful predator I suddenly found myself tracking alone in the vast golden Kalahari grasslands. It was rather unnerving really. The others had turned north on a perpendicular track, where !Ngate had discovered the fresh trail of a porcupine. Whereas leopards might eat San Bushman, the San Bushman eat porcupines. I joined them, and we began hunting.




  Our three San guides glided across the landscape, tracking effortlessly, the trail of the porcupine flowing between the three of them. I watched the course of the porcupine’s tracks and knew by studying our guides’ hands gestures when !Ngate stepped off the trail and Karoha picked it up: when one was following the tracks of the porcupine, his hands raised and bobbed in the air, but the moment the trail moved off to either side, he’d let his hand drop. Then the hands of the person adjacent would spring to life and start dancing. Thus we moved rapidly through the grasslands and thorny shrubs, tracking hands alternately dancing over the porcupine trail in an efficient sharing of experience.




  Their hands conveyed much more than whether the porcupine tracks lay at their feet. Their eyes absorbed countless stories, and their hands shared the names of the animals whose trails we crossed, the speed at which the animals were moving, and the freshness of each spoor. !Ngate, Karoha, and Kwassi constantly exchanged information about the wildlife they were seeing as they swept across the landscape, spears and bows safely stowed in antelope-hide bags slung over their shoulders.




  Whenever we spoke, !Ngate, Karoha, and Kwassi would come to full stop, chat, answer questions, and then resume their tracking. It was as if the two—speaking and following the porcupine’s trail—were incompatible in some way, and this observation made me curious.




  Later on I asked !Ngate a question, and he characteristically stopped his tracking to address me. “Are we close to the porcupine?” I inquired.




  “No,” he responded, “Long way.”




  “Should we be very quiet so as not to disturb it?” I asked.




  “No, no, no,” he chuckled. “The porcupine lives in a hole, or sometimes is sleeping in a bush. No worry about noise, we must just catch up to it.”




  Every magazine and book I’d ever read and every documentary I’d seen had emphasized that indigenous hunters use hand signals to maintain stealth. Is there perhaps more to using hand signals than minimizing noise?




  Research has revealed that the human mind operates differently when using visual languages, such as American Sign Language and the San hand signals, than when speaking. Our minds are complex, but specific tasks, such as singing, typing, carpentry, and following animal tracks, rely more heavily on specific regions of the brain to succeed. It’s believed that the gathering of visual information—seeing— takes place in the hemisphere of the brain opposite to where speaking is primarily rooted. In fact, there is an apparent stall in the gathering of visual information when you attempt to talk about what you are seeing. Thus it makes sense that !Ngate would need to stop tracking each time he wanted to speak about what he was seeing. Try it yourself some time. Follow animal tracks while a friend attempts to engage you in conversation. I can manage simple questions myself, but I find it a tremendous strain to do anything more and eventually must give up the conversation or the trail.




  What intrigues me most is that visual languages are processed in the same part of the brain that gathers visual information. Thus, might it be possible that hand signals are a form of communication that allows us to continue tracking (to gather more visual information)? In other words, might hand signals allow us to communicate about what we are seeing without losing the ability to see more?




  Clearly visual thinking (thinking in pictures) and visual communication go hand and hand, and this relationship suggests that San hunters may commonly utilize visual ways of thinking and processing information. This is my tracking experience also, and it’s the reason I chose to support Diane’s beautiful book. It’s far more than a stunning collection of images and natural history anecdotes—it’s an opportunity to train yourself to see animals whenever you explore your woodlands, grasslands, and deserts when only tracks and other sign are available. It’s an opportunity to become a more proficient tracker.
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