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			This book is dedicated to anyone who works to protect wild places and the animals within them, but in particular to the safari guides who taught me so much.
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			My particular thanks go to Chris Greathead, Devlin Foxcroft, Iain Garrett, the Marais family (including Sally), Helen Dewar, Duncan Menzies, Alpheus Mathebula, Titus Indloovu, B. K. Setlabosha, Lloyd Camp, Clinton “Cliffy” Phillips, Grant Woodrow, Mike Myers, Lex Hes, Richard Field, Paul Allen, Hayden Oake, Colin Bell, Russell Friedman, Chris Kruger, Julius Masogo, the late great Rantaung Rantaung, and the sadly missed Nandi Retiyo. 
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			Everything I know about animals I learned from this group, so any mistakes in this book are their fault. 
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			Preface to the New Edition

			A good safari guide has many stories to tell, usually around a campfire while his or her guests enjoy wine and whiskey and are ready to be amused.

			A bad safari guide has even more.

			Take someone from a sedate suburban background, who has never driven or touched a rifle, dress him in khaki and send him out with tourists in Africa, and you have the tales within this book. 

			A lot has changed in the short time since Whatever You Do, Don’t Run first appeared in 2007. On the negative front, rhinos’ situation has become terrifyingly dire, their numbers a fraction of what they were only six years ago. Elephants face just as much pressure as demand for ivory rises. This has inspired conservationists and my fellow guides to take extreme measures, from military-style antipoaching operations to my personal endeavor, a charity boxing match against my boss (an ill-advised venture for someone as uncoordinated as I—why couldn’t it have been charity Scrabble?), to innovative campaigns targeting the nations that want wildlife parts. 

			It’s daunting to tackle the pressure on Africa’s wild places and the animals within them, but there is something wonderful happening. More and more visitors are coming to see the amazing places that animals live in, and by doing so they tell African governments that the animals are worth more than minerals in the ground or crops, and certainly worth most when alive. A lot of tourists feature in these tales, often on the receiving end of derision, but I salute every one of them. Visiting Africa will not only give you great stories (if you want to merely see things, go to Europe; if you want experiences, come to Africa) but will also create jobs and really help save the world. So, to the 99 percent of people who come on safari and never feel the need to endanger your guide or yourselves, thank you so much. You make the best job in the world even better. To the remaining 1 percent who appear in these pages—including the ones who appear in a new story about the experience that frightened me most—thank you as well, not just for the animals but for the stories too. 

			
		

	
		
			
			Introduction

			When I was nineteen, after two years in a job that was going nowhere, I bought a ticket and set off for Africa. I went for two reasons. First, I wanted a challenge. And second, all of my life I have loved and been fascinated by wildlife. My plan was to stay for only a year. 

			After six months of backpacking in Africa, I had spent most of my money and the rest had been stolen at a Malawian campground. This helped fulfill the criteria of a challenge. Kindly fellow travelers offered to drive me to South Africa, where I could arrange for more funds. During our journey we stopped at a game reserve. 

			At the end of two astonishing days, which I spent in a state of euphoria, my obvious enthusiasm was rewarded with an offer to run the bar at the camp. Happily putting down my backpack, and cutting off my long hair, I accepted. 

			Living in the bush was more than I had ever expected was possible. I had grown up in the most sedate suburbs, and in my own mind I had none of the qualities you would expect of a rugged bush man. I’m markedly uncoordinated, can’t repair vehicles nor understand how they work, I don’t like guns, and sweat profusely when nervous or excited—which is exactly how watching animals makes me feel.

			Nevertheless over time I advanced in position and became a guide, then a camp manager, then a teacher for others who wished to become guides. My short holiday to Africa has been keeping me busy since 1994, and I don’t foresee it ever ending. 

			These are the stories from the life of a safari guide.

			
		

	
		
			
			Whatever You Do, Don’t Run
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			The first place in Africa that employed me was a camp called Idube. The people who came there, like the people who came to every camp where I have ever worked, loved a thrill, something different. So we took them out to dinner.

			Not far from our main camp we had a small setup, inventively called the Bush Camp. It included a tepee over a toilet and a clearing where a fire could be built. Around this, chairs and tables were set, ready for the delighted guests who would be brought in the dark for their meal. Firelight is romantic and makes everyone look beautiful, just as it did for the Bush Camp. With lanterns lit and a beaming staff, the place looked perfect. But during the day it was only a sorry patch of earth, and the tepee was filled with spiders. The guests loved it, and the nights were cheap for the camp’s owners, so they insisted we run them at least once a week.

			The staff didn’t like these dinner nights in the bush. Setting up meant that the usual quiet time, when all the guests were out of camp, was suddenly filled with frantic activity. The one spare Land Rover, a decrepit and spluttering machine called the Skorokoro (which means “too old to work” in Shangaan), would be loaded with firewood, lanterns, and a chef named Wusani, whose bulk always made the aging suspension creak ominously. Wusani particularly disliked these bush dinners, as one afternoon after being dropped off she was unpleasantly surprised. Shortly after she lit the cooking fire, a lion roared, according to her description, “closer to me than a baby is to its mother.” Lions often walked in the soft sand of the dry riverbed that flowed beside the Bush Camp to enjoy the shade, or maybe to startle an antelope that had been lulled to sleep by the cool and tranquility of the surrounds. This lion was not hunting, or it would not have roared, but that didn’t make it any less terrifying for Wusani. 

			When the Skorokoro and its driver returned that day with the tables and chairs, Wusani was improbably perched on the outermost branches of a long-dead tree. When told it was safe to come down, she would not, because she could not. Adrenaline had fueled the climb, and now she only had the strength to cling on and beg for a ladder that the camp did not possess. 

			Finally gravity’s pull resolved the issue. Despite her substantial weight and the height she fell from, Wusani was saved from serious harm—perhaps by her ample padding. But she would never stay at the Bush Camp by herself again, and she warned me against it when I started working at Idube. 

			My job for bush dinners was simpler than Wusani’s. I had to transport sufficient amounts of alcohol to the Bush Camp to last the night. I hadn’t been working at the camp long, and as barman I was probably the most lowly staff member after the “gardener,” who watered the lawns that the warthogs promptly dug up. This gave me last priority when it came to loading the Skorokoro.

			Bugger it, I thought one afternoon when I had already helped load tables, chairs, cloths, salads, and cutlery to the exclusion of the booze. I’ll carry it there. 

			Animals were the last things on my mind as I loaded up a wheelbarrow with spirits and mixers. All I wanted was to get my job done. Besides, I’d been learning from the guides and felt that I was getting to be reasonably bush smart. With the cockiness of a nineteen-year-old, I felt I could handle anything that Africa threw at me. Whenever an animal encounter of the sort I was about to have was discussed, the advice was always the same: “Whatever you do, don’t run.” This was the solemn counsel of the three guides who worked at the camp. “Food runs,” added Alpheus, the tracker, his rough face split by an enormous grin. “And there is nothing here that you can outrun anyway.”

			After grunting and sweating my way along the sandy tracks that the Land Rovers used, I dropped off my first load and trudged back. All that I needed to take to the Bush Camp now was a case of beer. Filled with bravado, I decided to ditch the wheelbarrow and carry the drinks instead. I hadn’t considered how heavy twenty-four cans of beer get when you are slogging through soft sand for almost a mile. Only a quarter of the way into my journey, I decided to change routes and take a shortcut along the riverbed. 

			At one point I stopped to shake a small pebble from my shoe. Quartz, I concluded, because it was the only rock type I knew. I rested, gently putting the beer down and stretching. Branches met overhead, offering cool shade and a sense of peace that mingled with the constant undercurrent of excitement that comes from walking in the bush. In one of the branches, a type of bird named the grey lourie called, a long drawn out rasp that sounds like a hag telling you to go away. Ka—weeeeeeeeeeee. It is not an emphatic sound, but it is irritatingly insistent. Later I would learn that this is just one of the many birds that give an alarm call when it sees a predator. The tricky part is figuring out whether it is saying it because of you (after all, humans are Africa’s most abundant predator) or because of something larger and fiercer.

			I put my shoe back on, hopping around to do so; picked up the beer; and rounded a fallen log. This startled two massive male lions that had been waiting for whatever clumsy creature was making all the noise, probably expecting a buffalo.

			They may have leapt to their feet, they may have flown. I don’t know because it was so fast I didn’t see. The time it took for them to get from where they were to where I stood was too short for my life to flash before my eyes. Instead I skipped to a day in December, when I was seven years old.

			Our next-door neighbors had a German shepherd named Pancho. Pancho scared the crap out of me. On the few occasions that we had been inside their house, he would pace a circuit from the kitchen through the living room to the dining room and round again, dipping his head to a canine rhythm and growling. 

			On this day, my mother, sister, and I were going to Hawaii so my mother could run in the Honolulu marathon. She was doing this even though she was sick, because she was a proud and determined woman and wanted it done. She was sick enough that, while she completed the marathon, it would be the only overseas trip my sister and I would ever get to take with her. The medicines that customs would not allow, and I now carried next door for our neighbor to safeguard while we were away, would prove useless, and cancer would take her within a year. 

			The lady of the house was on the front lawn, brushing Pancho while holding him by the collar. Afterward my father, who considered himself an animal expert, would state that Pancho must have mistaken the medicine in my pudgy fist as a weapon. I was always convinced that the motive was much more simple—hatred. Pancho hated everyone except his owners, and here I was, coming like a sacrifice. 

			To get to me, he violently twisted his neck, breaking his collar and leaving it in his owner’s grip. My father had always said to me that if a dog attacked (and even before that December day, I knew he must have been warning me about Pancho), that whatever I did, I mustn’t run. I had always imagined that if a dog (all right, if Pancho) did attack me, it was my mother I would make proud by standing bravely. She had also warned me about animals and, in a rare case of agreement, had repeated my father’s words: “Whatever you do, don’t run.” 

			I ran. As fast as my little seven-year-old legs could whir, I ran for the low brick fence, insanely convinced that if I could just clear it, Pancho would stop at the boundary set out by some long-forgotten property surveyors. I could hear his owner shouting, “Pancho, no!” and “Pancho, come back!” so I must have outpaced him for only as long as it takes to say those words. With the fence still agonizingly far away, he pulled me down and mauled me. 

			Twelve years later, on another hot December day, I once again had every instinct telling me to run. 

			“Let’s see if you’ve grown,” was one of the only things I had time to think before the two lions were at me.

			The other thing I thought, and it shames me to admit it, is this: If you drop the beer, it will get all fizzed up. And which motive was the strongest, I don’t know. But I stood my ground and gave my best attempt at a roar back at the lions. 

			The lions stopped. Only an arm’s length away from me, they bellowed and spat and then, with a visible release of tension in their bodies, trotted around me and carried on down the riverbed as if they had pressing business elsewhere. 

			I put the case of beer in the sand and sat on it as a stool. I shook, and listened to the birds. I felt the fear that hadn’t had the time to arrive earlier and let it wash over me. But through the fear I felt something else. 

			Pride. 

		

	
		
			
			The Lesson
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			“You should learn how to walk,” Chris said to me. 

			I was nineteen and had been getting around on two feet with relative ease for some years, so the comment might have seemed strange to an outsider. But we were in a safari camp, and the walking Chris was talking about would involve in-depth knowledge of trees, tracks, insects, and all the smaller things that were usually overlooked on a safari drive. I had only recently been offered the chance to become a guide and was doing my best to absorb the knowledge and skills required.

			There was the possibility that on one of these walks, I, and the tourists I was being trained to lead, would inadvertently find one of the larger, more dangerous animals we hoped to see only from the safety of a vehicle. In this case it was important that I had the ability to remain calm—and not run. 

			Because of this, it was important to make sure that if something did charge, I “had what it took.” This was safari-speak for having the ability to stand your ground against something that was hurtling at you with the full capability and possible intent of eating you. There is no point trying to outrun any of the dangerous animals in Africa anyway. Humans are almost laughably slow, not able to outpace even the obese hippo, the top-heavy giraffe, or the surprisingly sprightly warthog. 

			Iain, one of the guides training me, used to tell a joke at mealtimes about this lack of speed: Two guys are out walking when they see a lion and it starts stalking them. One of the guys kicks off his hiking boots, reaches into a backpack, whips out some running shoes, and starts lacing them up. “What are you doing?” the other asks. “You can’t outrun a lion.”

			“I don’t need to,” comes the reply. “I only have to outrun you.”

			The joke always got a laugh, so it was recycled with almost every group that passed through. I heard it plenty of times before I ever got close to a lion on foot, so it came to the forefront of my mind when Chris walked into the camp office carrying a rifle. 

			“There are lions right outside camp,” he said. “It’s the Ravenscourt Pride. They’re a bit nasty at times.” This was an understatement. They were the prime suspects in a man-­eating case from a year earlier. “It’s been a while since I faced a charge. I want to see if I’ve still got it.” 

			I wasn’t sure if my one experience with lions counted, as I suspected it was fear and not confidence that had rooted me to the ground. “I’d like to come along and see if I’ve got it at all,” I piped up.

			Then I poked Chris in his not-quite-flat belly. “Besides which, I reckon I could outrun you.”

			Chris didn’t comment at first. He just put some rounds in the rifle, then chambered one. He smiled benevolently at me. “Not with a bullet in your leg.”

			I watched his smile to see if it wavered, some indication that he was joking. But he held it admirably firm, and I was somewhat relieved when after an hour or so of tracking we decided the lions had moved away. I would have to wait for another day to see if I had what it took to be a guide. 

			
		

	
		
			
			How I Got My Name
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			If you have spent any time in Africa and haven’t been given a nickname, you aren’t doing enough to get yourself noticed. A nickname can be just as important as, and far more likely to be used than, the name you are given at birth. 

			The people I worked with in South Africa were mainly from the Shangaan tribe and were considered the masters of getting right to a person’s essence and defining it with one or two words. The couple who owned our camp, and were not always loved by the staff, were known as “Mamba Eyes” for her and “June/July” for him—a reference to the South African winter months and the way the staff felt a chill when they saw him. 

			I waited eagerly for a moniker, sure that since I was a nice guy I would be treated well. If I caught a staff member looking at me with the slightest hint of assessment, I would try my best to act as serene as the Dalai Lama, as kindly as Santa, and as cool as Elvis in the hope of being called something like “That Hip Guy from Far Away” or “Number One Sexy Beast.” Most likely I came across as constipated, but it was irrelevant, as the assessing look often turned out to be a warm-up for a request for a loan until payday. I was then faced with the dilemma of rejecting them (unbeknownst to them I was one of the lowest-paid people in the camp, making about four dollars a day) and getting a name like “Cheap Bastard,” or coughing up the cash and being known as “Rollover” or “Soft Touch”—either of which had disturbing double meanings that I was sensitive about since I was lonely on the romantic front. There were no single girls in camp, and my fumbling attempts at seducing guests were rejected because they only had eyes for the guides and I was only the barman. And all the alcohol at my disposal couldn’t make the animals attractive. 

			In the end it was this missing element in my life that decided the name for me. Titus, one of the trackers, called me one day by shouting, “Ngwenza! Gunjaan?” I only understood the second word, which means “How are you?” So I asked the chef, a kindly woman named Rosie, what Ngwenza meant. She snorted into the bread she was mixing and asked, “Is that your name?”

			“I think so. What does it mean?”

			She wouldn’t tell. I asked Harold, the gardener. He reeked of marijuana, and I was sure that he was taking better care of a garden somewhere else than he was of the lawn in the camp. As soon as I said the word Ngwenza, he went into high hysterics, fell on all fours, thumped the brown grass, and said, “Yes! That is you!” He wouldn’t, or possibly couldn’t, tell me anymore, so I left him with his grass and went in search of an answer elsewhere. 

			Eventually I asked Alpheus, the camp’s other tracker what Ngwenza meant. His pitted face split into a grin, and he said in his rough voice, “A man who has not been with a woman for a long, long time.”

			“You mean sexually frustrated? That’s my name?” 

			There was no point arguing it. I guessed that doing so would only reinforce it. Anyway, it could only be a matter of time before I gave the name reason to be changed—I hoped. 

			The name did change, but not for the reason I wanted it to. One of the impediments I faced in becoming a guide was that I didn’t know how to drive. I’d left home too early to have my parents teach me, and I never could have afforded driving school. The guides declared that I knew enough about the animals, birds, and trees to start guiding, if I only knew how to get a Land Rover around on the rough tracks—and off them when following something like a cheetah as it hunted. They took me out in turns. Chris, the most knowledgeable, gave up after I scraped the side of the vehicle while getting it out of its bay. Iain, to whom I was closest, grew quickly frustrated at my inability to master the clutch, brake, accelerator, and four-wheel drive select knob in one go. To my surprise, it was Devlin (known to the staff as “Nineteen” because of a missing finger), a party animal and genital exhibitionist, who was the best teacher. He was patient, and good at explaining the process that occurred as gears meshed and released and fuel was applied, but most important he took me to a place where I could do the least amount of damage. 

			Unlike the open plains shown in many documentaries, the South African bush is fairly dense and scrubby, so the places to practice were few. Devlin drove us to a clearing that had one tree in it, inventively called One Tree Plain, surrounded by open grassland. Along the way we had to stop and clear a tree that had been pushed across the road by an elephant. Elephants push over trees for two reasons. The first is for food—to eat the leaves at the very top of the tree or to get at the exposed roots. This tree, though, had not been fed on, so it was apparent that the culprit was a bull who was filled with testosterone but no outlet for it, so he pushed over trees. It’s a great release for a bull and a way of showing his strength after a female has rejected him. If human males had the same ability, global deforestation would be complete by now.

			After moving the fallen tree, we carried on to One Tree Plain and the driving class. By the end of my lesson, the name of the area had to be changed to No Tree Plain, and the vehicle sported a conspicuous dent in the bumper guard. 

			I had futilely hoped that Devlin might not tell anyone, but it was apparent that he had because the staff stopped calling me Ngwenza and added a postscript. I was now Ngwenza Indloovu, the “Sexually Frustrated Elephant.” I was never addressed as anything else. And even after months had passed, cackling still accompanied any mention of my new name. 

			I finally left South Africa to move north, and the name didn’t follow me across the tribal and political border into Botswana. But on a return visit after many years, the staff I still knew snorted as they greeted me as Ngwenza. As I squatted to have a bush tea with Titus (whose last name really is Indloovu), he asked if I was being lucky (a colloquial phrase that doesn’t require the addition of “with women” to be clear). 

			“Sure,” I said. “I’m a guide now.”

			“Naaah,” he drawled out the word. “You’re still Ngwenza.”

			“Ngwenza Indloovu, you mean,” I corrected him, but smiling as I did.

			“Sure,” he said, mimicking me. “Ngwenza.”

			Maybe it was because I wasn’t nineteen anymore, or maybe it was because I knew that there were worse things that I could be called, but I didn’t mind my name at all. We drank our tea, I asked after his family, and he told me who had left, who had died, and what the animals I used to know were doing. He told me that Bombi the leopard was dead, but Uncle One-Horn the rhino still held his territory. 

			I’d learned a lot more about Africa and its customs in the years I had been away, so I asked him about his cattle and whether he was expecting to be blessed with any more sons. When I left, he shook my hand and bid me farewell using the name he had given me, and as improbable as it may seem, he made it sound respectful. 

			
		

	
		
			
			The Great Mouse Plague
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			I left the relative safety of South Africa after two years working at Idube and went in search of more experience, more knowledge, and a wilder adventure. 

			Knowing very little about Botswana, except that my friend and mentor Chris was working there, I moved north and settled into the Okavango Delta. The Delta is the world’s largest oasis in the world’s largest stretch of sand, and I was based on the largest island in it. Whereas the camp I had worked for in South Africa was made of brick and mortar and connected to the outside world by decent (if dirt) roads and had luxuries like a telephone line, my new home in Botswana was reachable only by air, communicated with the outside world by a crackly radio, and was built out of timber and canvas. In my first year, through a combination of bravado and greenness, I got the experience I was after—and maybe a little more knowledge. Living among wild animals ensured that I would also have adventure. What I hadn’t predicted is what sort of animal would provide most of it. 

			As the year drew to a close, the annual rains came to Northern Botswana. There was a little more rain than usual, but nothing extraordinary enough to foretell what was coming. What those of us living in the Okavango didn’t know was that just enough had fallen for the grass to make huge amounts of seeds without them getting so soaked that they would rot. We were just as unaware that the grass was the perfect length for mice to make nests, then breed again, and again, and again. By the time the rains were drawing to an end in March, we knew we had a problem. People came to Africa for the wildlife, but as they remarked with great frequency, the list of animals they wished to see did not include mice. They could go to Anaheim for that, they’d add, not realizing that we didn’t know what they meant. (Only years later would I see a map of Disneyland and say, “OK, now I get it.”)

			But see the mice they did. They were inescapable. Our food stores were overrun—they even ate the laces out of shoes and tore up clothes to pad their homes.

			Although the mice were usually nocturnal, by March the bush started to dry up and their natural food dwindled, so they had to stay out longer to forage. In the mornings, as I made my way to wake the guests, the mice would move ahead of me in waves. And as I shone my flashlight in the strengthening light, I would see them closing ranks behind me again, forming a moving carpet of fur.

			This abundance made the predators happy, as were some of the smaller herbivores whose normal enemies were so heavily gorged they were barely capable of movement. Jackals, wildcats, owls, mongooses, genets, servals, and even leopard swatted away at the ground without taking serious aim. But the predation didn’t dent the population.

			Eventually the mice ran out of food on the ground and were seen stripping shrubs and even trees of anything edible. Nothing was beyond their reach. It was like we were living in the Old Testament and had pissed off God.

			I suggested that someone brave radio the office in Maun and tell them to either shut the camp no matter what the cost or let the incoming people know they would be sharing their tent with some hungry invaders. We’d just had the third case of a mouse overdosing on a guest’s malaria pills, which would have been funny if I hadn’t seen the mouse in question on its back in a toiletries bag draw its last few desperate breaths. By then mice were the only exception to my love of all things animal, yet I still didn’t like seeing them die.

			The dead mouse did give me the opportunity, though, to identify the species that was plaguing us. My colleagues told me that I was obsessive compulsive, but it was only my first year in Botswana. Despite a confident air that I put on, I was still unsure of myself and keen to impress. So I pored over a book, deciding the deceased was too large to be a desert pygmy mouse, was out at night so was not a single striped mouse, and was not chubby enough to be a fat mouse (the species’ real name). Eventually, triumphantly, I declared it to be a common pouched mouse, at which my colleagues congratulated me mockingly and declared me a nerd. 

			“How can you be sure—don’t all mice look the same?” Chloe asked.

			“Because I’m never wrong,” I answered cockily, stealing a line from my friend Devlin. Then, changing the subject, I explained more about the mice. “It says here that a female can breed every five weeks, having as many as seven babies.” 

			My colleagues grunted to show how much they cared.

			“The young are ready to breed when only four weeks old. One mouse can produce something like ten thousand descendants in the space of a few months.”

			“Maybe you should stop sleeping with them then,” Grant replied.

			“Maybe you should radio the office. It’s only going to get worse.” 
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			Since Grant was the manager, he finally called to say that we were overrun. Our Maun office told us they would handle our problem with the mice. We waited, curious to see what they would do. When the next plane came in to drop off tourists and supplies, they’d sent a mouse trap. Not just any mouse trap, but an ecofriendly one. This was a little two-story cage that caught the mice alive so they could be relocated.

			“No way,” Grant said. “I don’t think they understand the scope of this.”

			We were almost ninety miles away, but we often felt as if we were on another planet from the people in the office. Somehow we needed to make them understand. 

			That night we put some peanut butter (a far better mouse bait than cheese) in the lower tier. As we watched, a mouse approached and climbed the access door to the top level. He ran along inside the cage until he hit a spring-loaded hatch that dropped him to the lower level, at which point the hatch sprang back, trapping him on the lower section. Another mouse followed almost immediately. By morning the cage was so full that mice were pressed hard up against the bars of their prison. Without emptying it, we put the trap into the mailbag and returned it to the office.

			They sent it back, empty, with a note, addressed from the office cat, simply saying, “Thanks.” We decided it was to be a war of attrition, so set the trap again. The first guide to come out in the morning found the cage full again, but with the mice backed in abject terror against one side. There was a cobra whose head and first third were in the cage with them. To the snake the cage must have looked like a buffet, and it had slithered in, only to find that when it swallowed its victims they stuck in its gullet where the bars were pinching. From the lumps we deduced it had swallowed three before possible indigestion or a tail tickling its throat made it stop. Nobody wanted to pull it out, so we picked the whole thing up, stuck it in the mailbag, and sent it away again, the cobra hissing angrily. This time when the office returned it empty, it didn’t have a thank-you note. 

			As winter approached, the grass started to die back, reducing the cover for the mice and exposing them to aerial predators. It was spectacular to see a sky filled with hawks, eagles, and kestrels, many of which had delayed their return to Europe to swoop and gorge on the abundant prey. It felt like the mice numbers were dropping, only because the times you were woken at night by an animal scurrying over you was reduced to three or four. We were sure that we had won the rodent war.

			What we didn’t factor in while we did our victory dance was the very thing that makes the Okavango Delta so special. Every year it floods—but during the dry season. There is a river in Angola that fills at the same time it is raining in Botswana. As it meanders south, it is abruptly diverted away from the coast and into the desert by a fault line, creating the world’s largest oasis. As the rest of the Kalahari withers in the dry winter months, the Okavango springs back into life. 

			It is an annual tradition to watch this flood come in. First the channels fill, then their banks are breached and the flood infiltrates the plains. The land is so flat that the clear water creeps as slowly as molasses, creating vast shallow water plains and small islands of trees. It is possible to stand and watch the water edge slowly toward you, but this year the edge of the flood was occupied. From a distance it looked like an oil field, with rigs bobbing up and down, the difference being that these rigs were taking a step back every few minutes. Through binoculars we saw that it was more marabou storks than any of us had ever seen before, literally thousands of them. They are one of the world’s largest birds, standing over four feet tall, and also one of the world’s most unattractive. They have a balding head complete with liver spots and the occasional bedraggled feather. Beneath their throat hangs an obscene-looking pink pouch that, for reasons unknown to science, they inflate on occasion, making it look very much like they have some sort of malformed genital under their beak—and a big one at that. 

			The storks were eating the mice—watching the water as it crept in and filled the burrows, then nabbing the mice as they ran out. In the air above them, buzzards circled, grabbing some of the mice that had made it past the skirmish line. Even from a distance we knew there were nowhere near enough birds to catch all the mice, and the thousands that escaped would be looking for higher ground and the dry land it offered. Like the place where our camp was built. 

			“Bugger,” I said. “They’re coming.”

			If we thought we’d had a problem earlier, now it was tenfold. Every surface was like a living thing, swarming with the rodent refugees. As an experiment one night, I took off my boot as I got into bed and threw it into the corner of my tent. It killed two mice. The other boot got only one. The mice were desperately hungry and were eating everything. They ate the plastic that seals the refrigerator doors shut, then ate everything inside, even frozen meat. They chewed through the canvas of our tents and first ate the leather of our belts and boots, then started on the dry fibers of our clothes. 

			Their fearlessness grew to epic proportions. I watched a lion, apparently driven mad, chasing his tail, then I realized there was a mouse clinging to its tip. Elephants confirmed something that I had always thought to be a myth: They are frightened of mice. Through the day and night you would hear the occasional anguished squeal from the true king of beasts as a mouse would run over its trunk. I’m sure they squashed many mice just by walking around, but nothing seemed to be reducing the plague. Even while starving, the mice felt compelled to copulate, and I kept finding thin ribbed couples taking a break from foraging to fornicate.

			Some evenings I heard the sound that every camp manager and guide fears. In each guest tent was a gas-powered siren, which we emphatically explained was for medical or animal emergency use only. In more than ten years of safaris, I have still heard the sirens less than a dozen times. Four of these were because of mice. One was for a small fire, started when a mouse chewed through the rubber coating on a wire that powered a small lantern in the room. The other three times, and by now we were all so exhausted as to find this funny, were because of bald men. The mice developed a penchant for the dark sunspots that some bald men have on their heads—nobody had a theory as to why, but the managers spent many nighttime hours apologizing on behalf of our company for the behavior of the wildlife. 

			Some people demanded refunds, and we sympathized, because chewing on bald men was not the most disgusting thing the mice were doing. Oh, no, that came when they were really hungry and anything that smelled was considered a potential source of food. Imagine the discomfort of waking up with a mouse trying to crawl into the smelliest part of your body. (It took the staff years to admit to one another that at some stage we had all experienced this, and we wondered how many guests had been just too embarrassed to mention it.)

			As I was a guide and not a camp manager, most complaints were not directed to me. On game drives we were still seeing the abundance of life that the Okavango has to offer, and that pleased most people. It only became personal when, because of the mice, I made the worst animal misidentification in the history of Africa. This history goes back a rather long way.

			We had a full camp of twenty people, but I was taking out only a family of four on drives, because it included two teenage daughters that other camps had warned us were “difficult.” We decided that since we were asking the other sixteen people in the camp to tolerate our little rodent infestation, we should not inflict a couple of California brats on them while they were trying to enjoy the wildlife.

			So I endured the family alone. 

			The teenage girls were both of the age when they craved attention, but they were not yet mature enough to use their feminine charms to get it. Instead they were “afraid” of everything. I’m quite sure they were punishing their father for dragging them all the way to Africa for a holiday instead of letting them hang out at the mall with their friends like they would have, like, liked. 

			On drives they would flinch away from every insect. “Is it poisonous? Does it bite? Does it sting?” 

			“It’s a dung beetle. All it does is seek out and home in on crap,” I answered. The father smirked at this; the mother didn’t. 

			When we saw lions, the girls gripped each other and wailed, “They’re going to jump in the car and kill us all!” 

			Safaris in Botswana don’t use closed vans like they do in Kenya. We had Land Rovers with the top lopped off. I explained that if the animals were in the habit of leaping in, we might change our policy on that. 

			“You’ve always got a smart answer,” the older sister said. “You think you know everything.”

			“Naaaah,” I drawled the word. “I don’t even come close to knowing everything . . .” I was smiling, perhaps a little cocky because it was so rare for me to deal with clients younger than myself, “. . . but I’m never wrong.”

			[image: 25683.jpg]

			On their last night in the camp, the family stood as one after dinner to head to their tents. Every evening we escorted people to their rooms in case there was an animal on the path. Taking the “Torture Twins” had been a teeth-grinding nightmare on the two previous evenings, but as I was their guide, it was my responsibility. I grabbed three flashlights—one for the parents, one for the girls, and the last for me. 

			We ate dinner every night on a raised deck, and as soon as we stepped off it you could hear the rustle of mice moving, searching, feeding. The fake whimpers started, and I set off at a faster pace than I usually would take in the dark. My flashlight swung from left to right, illuminating the path and anything that might be lurking beside it. Behind me another beam stayed resolutely at our feet, and I presumed this was the father’s. The last beam flitted through the night sky, whipped around and behind us, then up and down, creating a disco effect. Maybe one of the girls was looking for vampire bats.

			Apart from the strobe light, the night sky was mainly clear, as it was almost every night in winter. Missing, though, was Scorpio, which should have been on the horizon but it was obscured. 

			We’d taken maybe three dozen paces from the deck and were about to walk under the canopy of a rain tree when there was a rustle in front us.

			“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, is it going to kill us?” 

			“It’s a mouse. It’s only a mouse. They’re bloody everywhere,” I said crankily.

			At that, a branch on the tree shook violently. 

			And I saw tusks.

			Then a trunk.

			Then I realized that Scorpio was obscured by an elephant.

			They’re big.

			We were standing about three feet from it.

			Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, I thought. I guess I’m not always right.

			“Let’s head back to the deck,” I said as calmly as I could, hoping my voice hadn’t really broken on the last syllable. “The elephants have been a little upset, what with all the mice.”

			We got back to the deck safely, the elephant standing perfectly still in the way that only an elephant can. The branch shake had just been a polite warning for us not to come any closer. This sort of courtesy from an animal astonishes people, but I was more amazed that neither girl had said anything about my obvious gaffe. Could they have missed it? Perhaps in that uniquely American way, they had been hearing everything I’d said but not listening. For the first time ever, that thought comforted rather than offended me. The family would be leaving tomorrow, but I had to work with my colleagues for years, and they were just as keen as the girls were to see me make a mistake. Not out of malice, but because it would give them a wonderful story to tell at my expense. 

			Within minutes I watched the older girl whisper darkly into the manager’s ear. Damn.

			Eventually the managers went to bed; so did my guests, this time without incident. I pointed out Scorpio for no other reason than to show that I knew something. They didn’t seem impressed. I went to my tent, still embarrassed. The mouse plague would end, as nature took its course, but the people I worked with would never forget my mistake and often started nights at the fire with, “Let me tell you about the time Peter almost got his guests killed when he mistook an elephant for a mouse.”
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