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In the 17th century another group of birds was exterminated by man: the dodos and the solitaires.
They were large and plump. According to the anatomical structure of their bodies, they were related to
the pigeons but like the giant auk they were also flightless. At that time the dodos and solitaires lived
on the islands of Mauritius, Réunion and Rodriguez in the Indian Ocean. We have far less information
about them than for other extinct animals. We know, however, that they were easily captured by crews
of passing ships and that, similar to the giant auk, their fleshy carcasses provided a welcome change to
the monotony of ship’s rations in those days. A few skeletal parts, one bill and three feet are all that
remain as evidence of this sad story.

When the Boers colonised Africa they moved up from the south, taking the land by force. They
penetrated far into the interior and found themselves amongst herds of mountain zebra, white-tailed
gnu, bontebok, blesbok, bluebok and quagga. In the extensive areas through which the Boers trekked,
these herds numbered millions of animals. Time and again their wagon columns were held up by huge
concentrations of wild animals and the treks were often forced to wait a long time while animals
crossed their route.

With the advance of the white man and his settlement of the country, the decimation of the population
of wild animals began. Animals were slaughtered senselessly. Skins were used to make sacks for corn
and potatoes but only a small proportion of dead meat was eaten by the native workers. For the most
part, carcasses were just left to rot in the sun. Compassion did not enter into the picture and animals
were killed without any kind of forethought or plan.

The resulting toll: the last bluebok was killed in 1799. By 1858 only two quaggas remained alive in
the wild and the last two specimens in captivity died in the Berlin Zoo in 1875. Today there are scarcely
more than 8oco bontebok still surviving, about 85 mountain zebra and little more than 1,000 head of
white-tailed gnu. These last survivors would have suffered the same fate if it had not been for the last
minute efforts of animal-loving farmers and nature conservationists.

In the same way the passenger pigeon was exterminated by the white man after his discovery and
settlement of the New World. Up to the turn of the 19th century there were still millions of passenger
pigeons to be seen. They darkened the skies, landing in trees and breaking the branches with their
weight as they settled down to rest or to breed. When the passenger pigeons arrived in a neighbour-
hood, everyone who could carry a gun ran out and shot at random into the flock, using lead shot or
small stones which also served as projectiles. At that time they were sold for a penny a bird. The end of
the passenger pigeon in the wild came in 1907. The last captive specimen died in the Cincinnati Zoo in
1914.

These few examples are sufficient to bear witness to the trail of disaster to wildlife left by man as he
moved into new areas all over the world. Up to 1800, some 33 large animal species had been extermi-
nated by man; from 1800 to 1900 the number was much the same. During the last 5o years man has been
responsible for the disappearance of yet another 5o species.

This senseless destruction of wildlife still goes on. Leaving aside the position of invertebrates and
plants, there are 1,000 species of vertebrates which are threatened with the fate of the giant auk, the
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locomotives whose brakes have failed, which I found quite alarming, but our riding elephants stood
firm like a barrier of armoured shields. We had been allotted the best riding elephants in Kaziranga
and they stood their ground, refusing to give way by even an inch. Although such charges ate usually
only sham attacks, it has been known for riding elephants to run off with their riders when seriously
attacked by rhinos.

We frequently got down from the elephants and filmed from the ground. Here the camera had a
steadier position than on the back of an elephant where it was inevitably subjected to vibration and
movement. We never knew whether the rhino intended to attack or whether it was merely inquisitive,
and it was of considerable advantage not to have to take flight when the rhino came to within fifteen
to eighteen feet of the camera. Filming under an elephant’s belly is scarcely a familiar position for a
camera-man but it was reassuring to have the massive body towering above us.

There are also some wild elephants remaining in the Kaziranga Reserve. We came across them and
filmed them just as we did the wild water buffalos, swamp deer, the wild boars, the numerous egrets,
storks and pelicans. We also found the tracks of a tiger which had ripped open a newly born rhino calf.
The enraged mother must have driven the tiger off before we arrived.

From Kaziranga we flew back to Calcutta and Bombay, then on to Keshod in Gujarat State. From
Keshod it is not far to the Gir Forest Reserve where the last remaining lions on the continent of
Asia live; their numbers are estimated at about 280. These big cats are continuously controlled and
watched by the State Forestry Department which also administers the lions” protected area. It is not
difficult to get a sight of the lions in this area, although the terrain is covered with dense bushy
forest and is nothing like as easy to see across as the plains and savannahs of Africa. But the shikaris,
who are part of the staff of Gir Forest, are first-class hunters and they know the favourite spots of the
lions. They know where they like to rest during the heat of the day, where they go to drink in the
late afternoon and where they prefer to hunt.

In the Land-Rover which brought us out to the area where the lions were, a goat was frequently on
board with us, as well as the skilful shikaris. The goat had an important part to play on our filming
expedition as it was our bait. Its bleating would attract the attention of the big cats and draw them
towards us; for the most part it was vociferous but when 1t stopped bleating, one of the hunters
tweaked its ear. It seemed a bizarre idea that the so-called king of beasts could be lured by the bleat of
such a humble animal but it certainly worked successfully.

Although there is plenty of larger game in the Gir Forest, such as deer, boars, nilgai and wild pea-
cocks, the lions often attack the domesticated animals of the farmers who have settled there. The lowing
of cattle and the bleating of goats are consequently familiar sounds to the lion. Furthermore it is easier
for a lion to bring down a domesticated animal than the many faster and motre wary wild animals.
Such damage is however made good by the forest authorities so that the lions can be preserved. This
is an unparalleled example of conservation at work, on bold and imaginative lines, in a country which
undoubtedly has more important problems to solve.

To the north-west of Gir Forest, the last remaining Indian wild asses live in the Little Rann of
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particular precautions. They were neither shy nor aggressive, although they saw me manipulating
my equipment behind the inadequate hide. Apparently hunger made them abandon all caution.
Evidently they were unfamiliar with humans. None of the inhabitants of Komodo ventured into the
bush; the local people were frightened of these large lizards and never went to the places where they
lived. When a particularly inquisitive dragon crept up within reach of us, my forestry assistant made
off with alacrity. But the reptile only licked my battery boxes and looked at me in astonishment; I
explained to him that there was nothing to eat here and he moved off again. When the sun had set
on this first day’s filming we hung the evil-smelling remains of the deer high up in a tree so that it
should not be completely devoured overnight.

The second and third days passed with just as much incident. I counted fifteen Komodo dragons as
they arrived, fed and went off again at varying intervals of time. One tore an ear off the carcass, another
tugged at the flank. One of them pulled at a leg and another hung on to the exposed neck. Once they
had seized any part of the carcass with their teeth they did not let go again. With powerful jerks they
tore large pieces of flesh and skin off the bones aad swallowed them whole. They constantly licked
their huge mouths and gazed around into space for a long time before beginning to feed again. They
did not go away until their bellies were full to bursting point.

Fifteen Komodo dragons came and went, tore and munched, without showing any sign of aggression
towards each other. The largest of them was about ten feet long. I was able to compate its length with
that of the deer carcass; Timor deer are only a little smaller than European red deer. At the end of the
third day only the ribs and skull with the antlers remained. The bgja daras had done a good job.

The results of my visit to the island of dragons were some hundreds of feet of film, numerous
photographs and impressive tape recordings of this unusual feast. It is just as well that we film people
are not yet in a position to record smell in addition to sound and vision.

The return journey to Djakarta went more quickly. At Sumbawa I joined up again with Helmut
Barth. Dr Poech, an extremely helpful Austrian doctor who was doing a period of service in Sumbawa
had managed to cure him. Full of anticipation we set out on the next stage of the journey through
south-east Asia.

Udjung Kulon National Park lies at the extreme south-western tip of Java. The last Javan rhino-
ceroses, the rarest large mammals in the world, live here. They are found nowhere else. Some experts
estimate the population at forty individuals, others at twenty-five. I personally believe that there are
still fewer.

For a long time it seemed impossible to get to Udjung Kulon. Scarcely any of the Indonesian con-
servationists at present stationed in Djakarta and Bogor had ever been there, and no one could tell me
for certain how to reach Udjung Kulon. Many valuable days were spent in trying to work out a route
with suitable means of transport and in searching for anyone who could give me any kind of detailed
information about the area. I then received a useful hint from a naval officer who suggested that I
should try to get there on a naval ship as naval exercises were going on all the time in Indonesian
waters. After long discussions, visits to naval headquarters and other high authorities, I actually
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There are still five species of rhinoceros living in the world today: two species of African, the Sumatran, the Javan
and the great Indian rhinoceros (illustrated here). In contrast to both African species and to the Sumatran rhinoceros,
the Javan and Indian rhinos have only one horn. Outside the reserve areas this one-horned species was exterminated

long ago.
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Like the other species of rhinoceros, the Javan rhinoceros is continually threatened by poachers. They k
in order to get the rhino horn, which is still much in demand as an aphrodisiac throughout Asia and particularly in
But the horn

China. In the female the horn is very small or sometimes absent, as is clearly shown in this photograph.

of aged males may be up to 6 inches long.




