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Introduction

My maternal grandfather was the main source of support as far as my first travels were concerned. He put £40 into my Post Office savings account before he died, in 1956, and that money was still there two years later when I set out on my “gap year” journey across Europe, Asia Minor and South America. You could go a long way on £40 in those days.

Actually, it wasn’t – strictly speaking – a “gap year”; more like a “gap nine months”. I had stayed on an extra term at Sherborne for various reasons, including playing rugger for the XV, and only got started on my travels in January 1959.

Being at boarding school (first prep, then public) since the age of eight, I had of course already acquired the letter-writing habit. Writing home was not an optional extra. It was compulsory. You didn’t (and usually couldn’t) ring your parents up, but you sent them a weekly letter and in turn hoped and expected to hear back from them. At prep school at least, the letter-writing exercise was properly invigilated and you had to hand your effort in for inspection before you could escape to more congenial activities. I don’t think the masters who looked over one’s handiwork bothered too much about the content, unless it was plainly seditious, but they certainly minded about the length. Two sides was the minimum requirement. If you managed to run on to a third or even a fourth page, you had done well.

My mother kept all my letters home, as she kept those written by my brother and (two) sisters. After her death my younger sister, Birdie, found a great epistolary hoard, sorted the various missives and handed them back to the original senders. I started to read through some of my own adolescent efforts but quickly gave up. The banality was too excruciating. Molesworth himself could not have done better. “Dear Mummy and Daddy, my marks this week were 144. I came 1st. We beat Marlborough 12–6.” That kind of thing. I did much better when I started on those gap year journeys. Travel was obviously more inspiring than school. I wrote long letters to my parents and posted them wherever I could.

My first trip took me to Paris, Rome, Trieste, Athens and the Peloponnese and then on to Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir. I returned to England on the Orient Express, stayed on our farm on Exmoor a couple of weeks to help with lambing and then headed off again, this time for Brazil, Bolivia and Peru.

Those early letters, as contained in the large brown envelope my sister handed me, were immensely valuable when, more than fifty years later, I sat down to write my memoir Stanley, I Presume (published in 2009). One’s memory of events, after a lapse of several decades, is not always reliable. Did I visit Tiryns before or after Mycenae? Did I take the train all the way from Cusco to Machu Picchu? Fortunately, I had the details to hand.

My gap year like all good things came to end. Days after arriving at Cardiff on a cargo ship which I had picked up (or rather which had picked me up) in the port of Vitoria, Brazil, I went up to Oxford for the first term of four stress-free years.

I found that travelling fitted in very well with the rhythms of life as an Oxford undergraduate. During two of the vacations I was employed as a travel courier (of questionable competence) and during my second Long Vacation spent the whole four months abroad, following Marco Polo’s route to China on a motorcycle.

Once again I took extensive notes on that journey, some of which Tim Severin, who accompanied me, was kind enough to use in his excellent account of our journey across Europe and Asia, called Tracking Marco Polo.

As I made clear in my memoir, my life since then has had numerous twists and turns, as most lives do. I seem to have visited an inordinate number of far-flung places. Partly this has been the result of the nature of my work with various international organizations. Partly it has resulted from my love, nurtured on Exmoor, of wild places and wild animals. My father, a farmer for most of his life, probably preferred animals to people. I do not necessarily go as far as that. But I can certainly see where he was coming from.

Birdie, my afore-mentioned sister who has a discerning eye and quite a way with words herself, once told me that she regarded Antarctica: The Last Great Wilderness as one of my better books! If that is the case, I am sure it is because visiting Antarctica for the first time three decades ago was a tremendously invigorating and emotional experience. And I think that showed in the writing.

Many of the jobs I have had over the years have been involved with environmental issues. Some of them have been specifically concerned with nature protection. I was a Member of the European Parliament (MEP) between 1979 and 1984 and a Vice-Chairman of the Parliament’s Environment Committee. I was closely involved in the successful efforts to introduce a ban on the import of seal products into the European Economic Community (as the European Union was then known) as well as other EU legislation relating to elephants, whales and the trade in endangered species. Later, after I had returned to the European Commission as an environmental adviser, I helped to draft the EU Directive on the protection of habitat and species, which led to the setting up of the nature-protection network known as NATURA 2000. The network now covers more than 17 per cent of the land area of the EU and a number of Marine Reserves have also been designated.

I left Brussels in 1990 to work for the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) in Rome in the hope that FAO would be able to sponsor a worldwide forest convention in time for the Earth Summit that was to be held in Rio de Janiero, Brazil, in June 1992. When that attempt failed (partly owing to implacable opposition from Malaysia), I spent a decade working as an environmental and animal welfare consultant. I was based in England but the assignments provided much scope for international travel and contact with nature and wildlife all over the world.

Towards the end of 2003, I decided that I would like to revisit the political career I had begun when I was elected as an MEP. This time, however, I decided I would try to become an MP rather than an MEP. After sitting an exam known as the Parliamentary Assessment Board organized by the Conservative Party to sort out the sheep from the goats, I was delighted to be allowed to join – at the advanced age of sixty-three! – the Party’s official list of parliamentary hopefuls. In August 2004, just before my sixty-fourth birthday, I was even more delighted to be selected as the Conservative candidate for Teignbridge in Devon with a view to fighting the forthcoming General Election.

I much enjoyed my time as a prospective parliamentary candidate. Brief though it was (around nine months), I still managed to fit in a couple of long-haul trips on environmental themes: one to Darfur and another to the Brazilian Amazon. But my absences from the political fray were not prolonged and in any case I don’t think they influenced the result in Teignbridge.

I am sure the electors of Newton Abbot and its surrounding towns and villages had seen quite enough of me by the time the General Election in May 2005 was called. David Cameron (now Prime Minister), my son Boris (now Mayor of London), and several members of the Shadow Cabinet very kindly came down to canvas for me but even their exertions were not enough to tip the scale against the Liberal Democrat incumbent.

Not all of my travels qualified for air miles. One of my most enjoyable trips as a parliamentary candidate was a four-day walk with all necessary gear along the Two Moors Way from Winsford, the Exmoor village where our farm is, to Widecombe-in-the-Moor, in the heart of the Teignbridge constituency. George Strickland, Winsford’s carpenter, took time off to accompany me. Our object was to raise money for new ropes for the bell-ringers of both parishes. “Money for new rope” was the slogan. Once when I was stung in the mouth by a wasp (concealed in a blackberry), and was having difficulty breathing (by then we were in the middle of Dartmoor with no help at hand), George told me that there were two possible courses of action: “One, I can perform a tracheotomy with my penknife. Two, I can rip your tongue out!”

Having survived the Two Moors Walk, and having failed to enter Parliament in 2005, I had to find something else to do. One day my mobile telephone rang. It was Ian Katz, the deputy editor of the Guardian. Ian said he had been reading my election blog on the Channel 4 website and wanted to know if I would like to be a weekly columnist for the Guardian.

I was only too delighted. Back in London, I sent in my first column describing how I had managed to lose the family’s Jack Russell terrier, Harry, on Primrose Hill. The day it appeared, Katz left a message on my phone. Though I have no way of proving it now, having lost the phone and its stored messages long ago (where are the hackers when we need them?), I remember Ian saying that he regarded my first effort for the Guardian as a “perfect example of a good column. It just slipped into the slot without touching the sides.”

With hindsight I can see that it was probably a good thing for all concerned that I failed to relaunch my political career because, free of the burdens of an MP’s life, I have been able to concentrate on doing what I most like: namely, travelling and writing about the experience.

Of course I do not actually regard myself as a travel writer as such, though I am sure this is a high calling and that there are and have been some great practitioners of the art. I would like to think of myself as a writer who also happens to travel, quite often, to interesting places.

The material included in this book represents my personal selection of articles I have written over the last six or seven years. Some of the journeys described, for example my second trip to Antarctica in 2007, were quite long. Some of the articles are quite long too. Most of the pieces are about wildlife or wilderness or have the conservation of the environment as a main theme because that, after all, is what I have mainly been concentrating on. I suppose the high point (literally) of all this journeying came in April 2011 when I climbed Mount Kilimanjaro, the highest mountain in Africa, to celebrate having turned seventy and to raise money for the Gorilla Organization whose chairman I am.

There are some exceptions, of course, to the environmental and nature protection theme.

That first column for the Guardian is included under the heading “The Guardian ruined my political career!” It doesn’t stray beyond London NW1 and, apart from the reference to losing our dog, does not mention animals or conservation. But I am proud of it anyway.

I have also included the account I wrote for the Sunday Telegraph of a visit I paid to the Glastonbury festival. Another non-animal piece is the article I wrote for the Evening Standard’s ES Magazine about the Angkor Wat monuments in Cambodia. Though there were plenty of animals (mythical and otherwise) depicted on the monuments, there were no actual living wild animals to write about at Angkor Wat, except for one nasty green snake which fell out of a tree onto my shoulders at Angkor Thom, then slithered to the ground.

Then there is the story of the trip I made to Kalfat in eastern Turkey, to discover whether there are any more blonde-haired Johnson relatives living in that remote village on the Anatolian plateau!

But on the whole this is a book, as the title implies, about wild animals (elephants, gorillas, tigers, desert antelopes, whales, sharks, albatrosses, etc.) and wild places (the Galápagos, Borneo, the Congo Basin, Antarctica, etc.). It is also about the people, like Dr Jane Goodall in Tanzania or Dr Hotlin Ompusunggu in Indonesia, who are trying to protect them. It is often an uphill struggle. If you look at the statistics, the loss of wildlife and biodiversity on a worldwide basis is staggering. And the situation is getting worse, not better.

I originally thought of calling the book Have Pen, Will Travel and that I am sure would have been a good workmanlike title. But then one day, when I was having a coffee with my publishers, Stacey International, in Kensington Church Street, inspiration struck. For almost fifty years, the late Maurice Sendak’s book Where the Wild Things Are has been an inspiration to children all around the world. Surely there was a case, I argued, given all the pressures nature and wild animals were under, for calling the book, pace Maurice Sendak, Where the Wild Things Were!

I have been tremendously fortunate in the commissions I have had from editors on a wide variety of publications. My hearty thanks go to those who have been so ready to send me off on my recent travels and who have helped to present the material in a lively and accessible way.

I am particularly grateful to my publisher. In the early 1970s, Tom Stacey published my book The Politics of the Environment. And last year he masterminded the publication of the large-format volume I wrote with Robert Vagg called Survival: Saving Endangered Migratory Species.

Thanks, Tom, and all Stacey colleagues, for this renewed vote of confidence.

Last, but not least, I must thank my wife Jenny, who has had to put up with my increasingly long absences. I suspect it is the thought of home and the love and friendship he finds there, which – paradoxically – sustains the long-distance traveller in his sometime lonely orbit.

Will the time come when I tire of setting out for Heathrow and yet another intercontinental flight? I’m not sure. Even when you travel as much as I do, there are always places left to visit and wild animals yet to be seen. I have never (so far) seen a jaguar in the wild, nor a snow leopard, nor a polar bear for that matter, though last year I went to the Canadian Arctic. And there are whole phyla of the natural world that quite simply don’t get a look in this book.

I would, for example, definitely like to see the monarch butterfly as it makes its extraordinary migration from Mexico and across the USA into Canada. And very recently I have read about a whole new range of weird species living on the ocean floor, deep in volcanic trenches. There is scope here, surely, for some new adventure.

Stanley Johnson
10 May 2012
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Rumbles in the Jungle

The escort vehicle was waiting for us at the roundabout. The Toyota pick-up had backed up against a great mound of lava, a grim reminder of the time two years earlier when Goma, on the northern shore of Lake Kivu in eastern Congo, had nearly been overwhelmed by the eruption of Mt Nyiragongo.

The previous day, when we flew into town, we had seen how the molten flows had pushed their way – at 40mph – across the runway itself. The lava was still there, wave after wave of dark, now inert, rubble. Under the best of circumstances, pilots had to be bold to fly into Goma. Now they had to be super-bold because the runway had lost at least a third of its former length.

There were four armed guards in the back of the pick-up, AK47s bristling defiance. The route we would be taking that morning was still considered insecure. For years, the Interahamwe rebels had been using Kivu’s forests as a base. Now the Rwandans had decided to take the fight to the opposition. Ten miles out of town, once you pass the remains of the refugee camp, you can see the Rwandan army dug in above the road – yet this is still officially Congolese territory.

We headed that morning for the Jomba patrol post in the Congo’s National Park of the Virungas. Jomba lies in the easternmost part of the Congo, where three countries – Uganda, Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) itself – meet.

When we got there after a three-hour drive on rough roads, the park ranger took us through the drill. “Don’t eat food in front of the gorillas,” he said. “Don’t smoke. Don’t use a flash. If you have to defecate, bury your droppings at least one foot deep. Remember, gorillas can catch diseases from man.”

Tunnelling our way through vegetation so thick you wondered if you would ever come out the other side, we trekked at least two hours that morning before taking our first break. Trackers went ahead of us and armed guards followed. During the brief pause, I exchanged a few words with the ranger. Speaking in French, he told me that his name was Kivuya.

“In the past four years,” he said, “four guards have died. On 4 January 1999, two guards who were following the Kwitonda gorilla family group were killed. On 6 August 2000, I myself escaped an Interahamwe attack at park headquarters. Two other colleagues were killed.” He beckoned one of the other guides. “This is Sebirembo Bwoba. He also escaped.”

As I shook hands with both men – it seemed the least I could do – Kivuya added: “We are proud to give our lives for the gorillas.” Just at that moment, the radio he was carrying crackled into life. One of the trackers ahead of us was calling in. “This is Mike Papa.”

“Come in, Mike Papa.”

Moments later, we came across gorilla dung and some chewed bamboo sticks. “How recent are these traces?” I asked Kivuya.

The guide shook his head. “One or two days old.”

Greg Cummings, the executive director of the Gorilla Organization (previously the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund – UK), took an upbeat view. He is an upbeat kind of man, which explains why the fund went on working in the Congo during years of civil war while other NGOs (non-governmental organizations) pulled out or left only skeleton staff.

“Gorillas like to stay within about one or two square miles. We’ll find them soon.”

Four hours later, tired and muddy and with our water bottles long since exhausted, we staggered back into camp. The total number of gorillas seen was zero.

I ought to explain that the particular subspecies of gorilla that we had been hoping to see that day is known as the mountain gorilla. The latest count gives a world total of 680 mountain gorillas. Of that total, 300 are to be found in Uganda’s Bwindi Impenetrable Forest and the remaining 380 in the Virungas, the population being split between Rwanda, Uganda and the DRC.

Next day, we tried again. Rather than revisit Jomba, we drove over bumpy unpaved tracks to the patrol post at Bukema, on the slopes of Mt Mikeno. As we bounced and swayed through the villages, hordes of children ran out after us, shouting: “Padire! Padire!” (“Padire” is a corruption of padre. Because most of the white men first seen in the region were priests, the term has come to be used generically for any fair-skinned visitor.)

Our second day’s trekking was no more successful than the first and no less tiring. We trudged up and down and in and out. That there were gorillas present on the slopes of Mt Mikeno was not in doubt. The signs were plentiful and by now we had learned to recognize them. Once we came across a gorilla nest and the guide explained: “This is last night’s nest. This is the path he took this morning.”

But six hours of steady trekking through the forest brought us no closer to our goal. By 4pm, with two hours of daylight left, it was time to return to base. The park warden offered what comfort he could. “Too many elephants,” he said. “They messed up the tracks.”

There was indeed some consolation there, I thought. It was good to know that elephants still survived in the Congo’s Virunga National Park, whatever might have happened to the gorillas. I’m not sure Andrew Crowley (the Daily Telegraph photographer) was convinced. He wanted that picture of the mountain gorilla.

“Remember when David Attenborough is sitting there with his back to the gorilla and suddenly the gorilla takes a run at him and knocks him over?” he said. “That’s what we want to see!”

“Not with me in the frame,” I replied.

Well, Andrew got his gorilla shots in the end, not in the Virungas, but in the Kahuzi-Biega National Park, which lies to the west of the Goma-Bukavu road. It wasn’t a picture of a mountain gorilla. There are no mountain gorillas in Kahuzi-Biega. It – or rather, he – was a Grauer’s (or Eastern Lowland) gorilla, an eighteen-year-old silverback known as Chimanuka.

By now, we had shifted our base of operations to Bukavu at the southern end of Lake Kivu. To get to Kahuzi-Biega, you drive along the west shore of the lake for about an hour, threading your way through crowds of women bearing goods of every kind on their heads. At one point, I saw a woman carrying no less than five thick mattresses.

We were being escorted that day by John Kahekwa, the director of the Pole-Pole Foundation (POPOF), a local NGO with which the Gorilla Organization works.

“Don’t the men ever carry anything?” I asked him.

“Sometimes they carry the umbrella!”

We had set off from the park headquarters at Tsivanga at about 10am and spent the next two hours following a wildly gushing watercourse upstream, climbing steeply all the time. The trackers, as usual, were somewhere up there ahead of us and messages were passed regularly on the radio.

After a particularly strenuous uphill stretch, when it seemed that we were dragging ourselves up a vertical slope clutching at roots and branches, we heard a sudden stentorian roar as a full-grown male gorilla burst out of the undergrowth.

I knew what I was meant to do. The chief guide at Tsivanga, Robert Mulimbi, had briefed us. “If a gorilla charges, stand still,” he said. “Lower your head. Look submissive.” He looked pointedly at me. “Better wear a hat. If they see your fair hair, they may think you’re another silverback.”

Yes, I knew what to do all right. But when Chimanuka sprang from the bush in all his glory, I didn’t stand my ground and lower my head. I jumped behind our pygmy tracker and held my breath.

This was a huge and magnificent animal. I had never seen anything like it before. We share 96 per cent of our DNA with gorillas. Man and gorilla may descend from a common ancestor.

Shock and awe. That’s what you feel when you first see a gorilla in the wild.

Chimanuka must have charged us half a dozen times that morning. He seemed to enjoy it. The pattern went as follows: a charge would be followed by a period of chewing the cud. He would sit on his haunches, rolling his eyes and swiping the available vegetation with his long prehensile arms so as to grab any surrounding fruits or succulent stalks. After ten minutes or so, he would rise, turn away from us to show off his magnificent coat (it really is silver), before crashing off again through the undergrowth.

But he never went very far. It was almost as if he wanted us to catch up.

He seemed to wait for us. Perhaps that is what being “habituated” means. At all events, our team of guards and guides would take out their pangas and thwack away and, a few minutes later, we would have the benefit of a repeat performance.

Paradoxically, even though there are still more Grauer’s gorillas in the world (and all of them in the DRC) than mountain gorillas, the threat to the Grauer’s may be more acute.

Take the eastern, more mountainous part of the Kahuzi-Biega National Park, the part we were in that day. In 1996, there were 254 gorillas there. Four years later, the number had fallen to 130. Today, there are probably less than 100. The continued presence of armed rebels in the park has been a major factor in this.

Concerning the much larger Western part of Kahuzi-Biega, the situation is much more dire. There are certainly substantial contingents of armed rebels inside the park. Another factor is the presence of as many as 8,000 “artisanal” coltan miners, mainly poor people who have made their way into the park to work the alluvial deposits of coltan or to quarry the minerals from the rocks.

As far as the gorillas are concerned, the combination of the two has been lethal. Nobody knows for sure how many Grauer’s gorillas are left there. At one time, there were more than 10,000 in the lowland part of Kahuzi-Biega. Now the figure may be less than 1,000.

The DRC’s Ministry of Mines has passed a decree banning mining in national parks, but, realistically, desperately poor people who have the chance to make some money from mining (still not much more than a pittance) cannot easily be told to stop. The tantalum that can be extracted from the coltan ore is a key ingredient in capacitors for laptops and mobile phones and, obviously, the international demand is extremely heavy.

Starting from the assumption that it is simply not realistic to prevent coltan being mined at all, the Gorilla Organization is trying to ensure that any coltan mining that does take place should be outside the park.

One day, we went to visit some coltan mines beyond Kalehe, three hours by road from Bukavu. When at last we reached the village of Bushushu, we found ourselves negotiating with the village chief, Juvenal Rushishu. At first, he seemed less than delighted by our arrival.

“Today is market day,” he said. “The mines are shut. And it’s late.”

It was indeed market day and getting on for 4pm, but in the end Juvenal relented and personally escorted us through the banana groves. We followed him up the hill behind the village. The slope was pitted with deep holes and digging was still going on. Most of the diggers were school-age children, “there could be as many as ten children to a hole”, said Juvenal.

“Why aren’t they at school?” I asked.

“School costs money,” he said. “How can these people pay for school fees? At least the mines bring some income.”

One of the reasons the Gorilla Organization is working in Bushushu is the belief that the best way to conserve wildlife is to improve the livelihoods of local people. The fund has started a micro-credit scheme with a £50,000 primer grant. Working through POPOF, they have set up workshops where pygmy women use sewing machines to make clothes.

John Kahekwa explained the thinking behind the project. “We have three sewing centres, each one with eight machines,” he said. “The sewing provides an income and it keeps people out of the forest.” Although trappers do not expressly target them, their snares can catch gorillas and chimpanzees.

The fund also supports micro-credit schemes and funds small-scale agriculture and reforestation projects around the park, once again with the aim of removing pressure on the park’s natural resources.

Perhaps the most ambitious exercise the Gorilla Organization is engaged in is an attempt to shift coltan mining outside the Kahuzi-Biega National Park altogether. In the past couple of years, it has organized meetings in Durban and Arusha. Government officials, NGOs, industrialists and miners have come together to discuss how to ensure that no more mining takes place in protected areas. They have had some astonishing successes. The German company HC Starck, for example, which is the biggest coltan purchaser, has agreed not to buy any coltan originating inside the park. But there is still a long way to go.

I flew on from the eastern Congo to Kinshasha to see Olivier Kamitatu, the charismatic president of the Congolese National Assembly, and other Congolese officials. Happily, my visit coincided with that of Samy Mankoto, who works for UNESCO and who is a former director of the DRC’s wildlife agency.

Mankoto and I were delighted when Kamitatu signalled his full support for the United Nations Great Ape Survival Project Partnership (GRASP), sponsored jointly by UNEP, the UN environment agency, and UNESCO. GRASP aims to unite all twenty-three great ape “range states” – twenty-one in Africa (including, of course, the DRC) and two in South-East Asia – in a common enterprise. The governments of industrialized countries that wish to assist in great ape conservation programmes will be part of this common enterprise. (Britain, for example, has already provided substantial support to GRASP).

Kamitatu went even further. He told us that the DRC was ready to host an international conference on all great apes – gorilla, bonobo, chimpanzee and orangutan – next year. The aim of such a conference would be to adopt a global strategy for the conservation of great apes and to encourage the necessary funding to be made available for a range of conservation programmes and projects.

International meetings, of course, can never be a panacea. But they can help. And the DRC could indeed be a propitious place for such a meeting to be held. During the long years of civil war, almost all the DRC’s national parks have suffered catastrophic declines in wildlife populations, including elephant and rhino, as well as gorilla, chimpanzee and bonobo. What has happened outside the parks is anyone’s guess.

Calling a high-level intergovernmental meeting to address the situation may be precisely the spur the country needs. If, coincidentally, the armed bands rapidly disperse and the weapons which are now so widespread in the country are somehow gathered in or neutralized, then at least one threat to the DRC’s wildlife – probably the most acute threat at the moment – will have been removed. There may then be more time, more energy and, one hopes, more resources – both national and international – to build a new future for the gorillas and for so much else.

First published in the Daily Telegraph, 5 June 2004
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On the Road to Ruin

“I was in Taos, New Mexico, on business,” Hylton Murray-Philipson told me, “when I first met Tashka Yawanawa.”

“And who is he?”

“Tashka is the chief of the Yawanawa, a tribe of about 700 Brazilian Indians who live incredibly deep in the rainforest not far from the Peruvian border. He happened to be in Taos when I was there. We met and hit it off. We shared a spiritual drink called uni. At the end of it, Tashka sensed a special connection and invited me to visit the Yawanawa community. I responded by saying that I felt as if one half of me was asking the other half to come home.”

When you look at Hylton Murray-Philipson, you see – on the surface – a successful middle-aged banker and fund manager. Eton, Oriel College, Oxford, Morgan Grenfell, wife and two children, home in London – that kind of thing. Beneath the surface, though, you find a raging idealist. Hylton is a man with a mission and that mission is to help save the Brazilian rainforest and the indigenous tribes who live there. He is working with an organization called Rainforest Concern. I met him through John Hemming, the former director of the Royal Geographical Society, and this, our first lunch, was the prelude to an exhilarating expedition into an incredibly remote, endangered world.

“The Yawanawa may be one of the smaller tribes,” said Hylton, “but they are located in an absolutely vital area of Brazil.”

He drew a rough map on our lunch menu. “There is a largely dirt road that runs from Rio Branco, the capital of the state of Acre, to Tarauaca, a small town about 300 miles west. That’s not an all-weather highway. You can’t run timber lorries along it. But once you widen and tarmac that road, it will be open season on the forest. The logging gangs will move in, the cattlemen will come behind them. A network of secondary roads will be created, penetrating deep into the forests. Even if the Yawanawa reserves survive, they will be surrounded on all sides by a biological desert as the forests are destroyed.”

I was puzzled. Where the Yawanawa lived was the middle of nowhere. “Surely, you’re still thousands of miles from an Atlantic port? Tarmacking the BR364 to Tarauaca isn’t going to change that.”

Hylton jabbed once more at the impromptu map. “The timber won’t go to an Atlantic port. That’s the wrong side of South America as far as the Asian market is concerned. Once you build that road beyond Tarauaca, all the way to the Peruvian border, you can connect up with the Peruvian highway network and the roads that lead across the Andes to the Pacific. The heart of the Brazilian rainforest will be sucked out through that funnel with a giant whoosh. Those Asian markets are crying out for timber. They’ve destroyed the forests on their doorstep – Indonesia, Borneo, Malaysia. The Amazon is their next target.”

“And the Yawanawa get trashed in the process?”

Hylton nodded. “That’s what we’re trying to prevent.”

So, less than five weeks later, I found myself gazing down at the BR364 from the cockpit of a small, single-engine air-taxi as we flew from Tarauaca to a rough airstrip, another 80 miles west in the direction of the Peruvian border. I could see that the earth-moving equipment – the bulldozers, the giant diggers – had already moved into position. Great red scars in the earth indicated the route the BR364 would take. The land had already been cleared at either side of the projected road. From the air, the felled trees looked like a collection of matchsticks. Cattle had already been moved into some of the clearings.

I was sitting in the co-pilot’s seat, keeping my feet well away from the rudder bar and my hands off the steering column. “How far is the road going to go?” I shouted.

“All the way to Peru,” the pilot shouted back.

The light craft bucked in the wind and the pilot concentrated on the matter at hand. Living and working in the far west of Brazil, Francisco has seen more jungle airstrips than he cares to remember. He is a fine example of the adage that, while there are bold pilots and old pilots, there are few – if any – old, bold pilots.

San Vincente was where we picked up the canoes. Tashka had come downriver to greet us. The Yawanawa chief has the build of a front-row rugby player, stocky and broad-shouldered, with thick, shiny black hair. Hylton and he greeted each other with bear hugs, like long-lost brothers.

We walked from the airstrip into the jungle, carrying our baggage on our shoulders. This included 20lbs of assorted marbles, provided by the House of Marbles in Bovey Tracey as a present for the Yawanawa children from the people of Devon. It’s surprising how heavy 20lbs of marbles turned out to be.

I took a firm line on this one. “We’re not going to lose our marbles now.”

Tashka, it turned out, was waiting not just for Hylton and me, but for urgent medical help. Upstream, deep in Yawanawa territory, there had been an outbreak of an unidentified illness.

“Four children are dead, forty are sick,” said Tashka. “The governor of Acre is sending help.”

We had more or less finished stowing our gear in the two motor-powered canoes that we were going to take upriver when we heard the sound of another plane. Minutes later, after it had landed, a doctor – Paulo Robert – joined us at the side of the airstrip. Having brought with him several boxes of antibiotics and other drugs, he was all set to go to work. The only problem was that there seemed to be no transport to bring him upriver.

We were happy to oblige. After rearranging our baggage, our two canoes headed off into the forest. We heard the sound of the planes taking off. Heaven knew when they would be back. We were on our own.

River journeys in the upper reaches of the Amazon basin have their own rhythms and cadences. The helmsman stands at the back of the canoe watching the swirling water like a hawk. The river is full of floating trees and submerged logs. If you hit one, you can easily capsize. Or else, as the depth of the water changes from one second to the next, you can come to a shuddering halt on a sandbar. If that happens, you have to jump and try to manhandle the canoe over or around the obstacle, hoping that the piranhas and the alligators are looking the other way.

When we started out, it was sunny. If we had not benefited from the breeze created by our movement through the water, the heat could have been harsh, but as it was it was tolerable. The rain was more of a problem. This was no ordinary rain. We are talking about tropical downpours.

One such downpour occurred at dusk, after we had been on the river about five hours, and within seconds we were drenched to the skin. We had a tarpaulin on board, but that was quickly thrown over the boxes of medical supplies. Hylton and I, anticipating trouble, had each bought umbrellas in our stopover in Tarauaca, but the first gust of wind blew them inside out.

In view of the rain and the lack of visibility, Tashka decided it was time to call a halt that first day. We pulled in to shore and tied up.

Tashka pointed to the small group of wood and thatch dwellings that had been built high up on the riverbank, out of reach of rainy season floodwaters.

“These are my people.” He sounded confident. “We can stay here.”

“We don’t have a reservation,” said Hylton.

“This is a reservation, isn’t it?” I said.

By the time we had slung our hammocks and mosquito nets in one of the huts, it was quite dark. We were all asleep by eight o’clock. There must have been ten of us altogether in the room, including our Yawanawa host family, who took our arrival in their stride. The worst part of that night was the mosquitoes. We thought we had fixed our nets correctly, but we were bitten mercilessly. Hylton and I will bear the scars for months to come.

By 5am the next day, we were back on the river and by noon we had reached the Yawanawa village of Mutum. This is the fiefdom of Tashka’s father, Raimundo. Approaching his ninetieth birthday, Raimundo decided a year or two ago to hand over the chieftaincy to his son, Tashka, but in his own village he still called the shots.

The afternoon we spent in Mutum was in many ways quite magical. First, there was Raimundo himself. As we sat there in his house, eating bananas and fending off mosquitoes, the old man started reminiscing about his wives and children. He had had seven wives altogether, although never more than four at a time.

“I had forty-seven children by my first three wives,” he said. “Fifteen sons survived.”

“How many daughters?” we asked.

Raimundo didn’t seem to know the answer to that question. He seemed disappointed when I told him I had only had two wives and six children.

“Does wife number two live in the same hut as wife number one?” asked Raimundo.

One of the projects Rainforest Concern has been involved with is a new village school. This has been built along traditional lines, with a conical roof and open sides. The idea is to make sure that children learn the vital aspects of Yawanawan culture. The myths and legends have been written down. In time, a book may be produced.

It is in this kind of area that the old have such an advantage. Hylton, whose Portuguese is much better than mine, served as an amanuensis as Raimundo sat us down in front of him, just like schoolchildren, and told us about Yawanawan creation myths and symbols, about how each plant, each animal has its own importance, its own story to tell and how all must be treated with respect.

At one point, he held up the carved figure of an owl. “The owl is not of this world. The owl hoots when someone is about to die,” he said. “The owl asks: ‘Who is going to die?’ And the Yawanawas answer: ‘Yes, it is true there is someone here who is about to pass over to the other side.’”

Raimundo looked at us as we hung on his words. “‘Give me the name,’ hoots the owl, ‘and I will look after him for ever.’”

We arrived in Nova Esperança, the main settlement in the Yawanawa reserve, about three that afternoon. Hylton had work to do. He had to review the progress made with the projects being supported by Rainforest Concern and to plan new ones. One idea is to establish a world-class collection of plants, trees and shrubs.

Tashka explained the concept one evening. “The world owes so much to the tropical rainforest – the coffee bean, cures for cancer, Viagra! And yet all they do is cut it down.” Tashka confirmed that they have catalogued more than 1,000 plants – what they look like, what they are used for, what success they have in treating which diseases.

“The first time we tried, we wrote all the information down on sheets of paper, but the rains came and washed most of it away,” he said. “Now we want to build a computer database.”

That’s the extraordinary thing about Tashka Yawanawa. He looks forward as well as back. Like his father, Raimundo, he is deeply versed not just in the Yawanawa language, but in the Yawanawan traditional ways. He knows all the medicinal plants of the forest, where to find them, how to use them. He knows the life-sustaining skills of hunting and fishing that his people have practised for time immemorial.

Yet Tashka is also, in some ways, a complete techno freak. One of the most vivid recollections I have of our trip is of the Yawanawa chief sitting in his hut in front of his solar-powered computer (with connected satellite dish) clicking on to the internet to bring up this or that website, surrounded by his tribesmen.

Although over the past forty-five years I have visited Brazil almost a dozen times and have camped in the Amazon, I have never lived in a community of Amazonian Indians, sharing their food, their lodging and, dare I say it, their dreams. What are those dreams?

One night, with the mosquitoes biting, all the elders of the tribe came to a meeting. Those who lived in other settlements came to Nova Esperança in their own dugouts and moored them beneath the steep cliff, where the path winds up to the village.

The atmosphere was upbeat. The health crisis was over. Tashka went around the table and asked each of them how they saw the future. Most of the Yawanawas wanted to retain their strong links to the past and their strong sense of identity.

But they want improvements at the same time. They need some simple water-filtration systems, a few more domestic animals, the chance to sell modest quantities of some indigenous products, such as the fruit of the urucum tree, which is used in perfumes and toiletries, and the possibility of developing a market for their traditional tribal designs.

When it was his turn to speak, Raimundo summed it up for all of us.

In a practical as well as a symbolic way, he had handed over power to Tashka, but still the Yawanawas listened to him. Because we were sitting in almost total darkness, it was difficult to distinguish the faces of the speakers, but there was no mistaking Raimundo’s authoritative voice.

There was one sentence in particular that I remember. “When the owl comes to hoot for me,” said Raimundo, “I want to feel that I have done my best for my people.”

On our last morning, we all took part in the Marbles Ceremony. This was something Hylton and I invented. It involved distributing the hundreds of brightly coloured marbles that we had brought from Devon to the Yawanawa children, who delightedly crowded around us. It is good to know that in this sense at least, Bovey Tracey, Devon, has been twinned with Nova Esperança, Brazil.

First published in the Daily Telegraph,
Saturday 4 December 2004
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The Guardian Ruined my Political Career!

I owe a special debt to the Guardian. During the recent general election, when I was the Conservative candidate for Teignbridge, my campaign team was taking a well-earned break in the Ship Inn, Cockwood, on the Exe Estuary, when my mobile telephone rang.

“This is Simon Goodley of the Guardian Diary,” a voice said.

I wasn’t sure I had heard it correctly. “Do you mean the Manchester Guardian?”

A pause. “We haven’t been called the Manchester Guardian for years.”

“You were last time I read the paper, back in the sixties.”

The Guardian diarist very quickly levelled the score by pointing out that a couple of typos in my campaign literature had recently come to his attention. “You’ve left out the ‘d’ in Teignbridge.”

I decided that this was a telephone call whose intimate details others did not need to hear, so I went outside where the sun shone and the wildfowl pottered about on the mudflats. You wouldn’t have thought that there was an election on.

“Are you sure there is a ‘d’ in Teignbridge?” I parried. “This is pretty rich coming from the Grauniad!”

Goodley had kept his best shot till last. “You also say that the Conservatives believe in ‘more talk and less action’.”

Now I’m not trying to argue that my failure to win back Teignbridge for the Conservatives was entirely due to the unhelpful column that the Guardian ran the next day. I suspect other factors played a part. For example, in my Channel 4 News election blog, which appeared daily during the campaign, I stated that, if I was asked on the doorstep what I would do if I was elected, I would reply, “Not too much, I hope.” MPs should resist the temptation to reach for the statute book at the slightest opportunity. They should pass fewer laws, while repealing many existing ones, particularly some of the more insane regulations dealing with health and safety.

A week before the election, however, my Liberal Democrat opponent took out full-page advertisements in the local press in which he not so subtly distorted my meaning. “Tory candidate says he won’t do much if elected,” ran the headline.

The safest thing, of course, would have been to say “blog off” to Channel 4 News’ kind invitation right from the start, rather than hand free penalty kicks to the other side. But, on balance, I’m glad I agreed.

The damage from the “not too much” episode was probably not fatal, whereas a strong UKIP intervention and a low Labour turnout probably were. I received 21,583 votes, but the other fellow did better. That’s democracy.

And being a blogger was good fun. I learned how to send photos with my copy, including a rather fetching snapshot of Esther Rantzen, who arrived in Newton Abbot one day on ChildLine business.

After two bottles of Montepulciano d’Abruzzo, I thought I had persuaded her to support my campaign. Eventually she wrote a message for me on a paper napkin. “I am a floating voter and I have not yet decided which way to vote, but I always enjoy Stanley’s company.”

Well, a lot of water has passed under the bridge for us all since 5 May. The Conservatives are yet again in the throes of a leadership contest, one which is of more than academic interest. David Davis, the shadow home secretary, has set out his stall, and I must say that I find his vision of a low-tax, legislation-lite future with a strong emphasis on civil liberties attractive. The fact that he has had his nose broken a couple of times also appeals to me. As Kipling might have put it, a man who can break his nose when others are all about him are picking theirs could go far.

I would like to end this first column on a lighter note. The other day, as we were driving down Parkway in the direction of Camden Town, my wife, Jenny, said: “I think we should split up.”

I knew it had been a bad day (our twelve-year-old Jack Russell terrier had gone awol), but I didn’t know it had been that bad. I carefully put the car into neutral at the traffic lights. There was an ominous silence.

“Yes, I definitely think we should split up,” Jenny continued. “Why don’t you go to the print shop to get a ‘missing dog’ poster made, while I go to Marks and Spencer?” Phew!

First published in the Guardian, 26 May 2005
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Duty and the Beast

I had a window seat on the De Havilland Dash-8 plane from Khartoum to El Fasher, the capital of North Darfur. For most of the long journey I stared down at the desert, taking in the total emptiness of the immense landscape. How on earth did people manage to live here under “normal” circumstances, let alone in a war zone at the end of six years of drought and failed harvests?

The Khartoum–El Fasher shuttle is run by the United Nations Humanitarian Air Services and was full of relief workers of one sort or another. The bearded young man sitting next to me said he worked for Médecins Sans Frontières.

“And you?” he asked.

“I’m with SPANA, the Society for the Protection of Animals Abroad. We’re trying to save the donkeys in the refugee camps, among other things.”

The young man stroked his beard. “Saving donkeys would not be high on my list of priorities under present circumstances.”

I understood his point. In a week when the International Criminal Court announced an investigation into war crimes in Darfur, the humanitarian situation in western Sudan has once again become the focus of global attention.

An estimated 300,000 people have died in Darfur in recent years, 200,000 have fled the country and there are about 1.5 million displaced persons living alongside a “host” population of 600,000. The whole region has been racked for years by conflict: Arabs versus Africans, northerners versus southerners, nomads versus pastoralists, the government versus the Sudanese Liberation Army. Was there a place amid such misery and strife for any concerns other than for human welfare?

The flight that morning was the milk run. We put down briefly at El Obeid, Nyala and Jenin, and at every stop aid workers either boarded or disembarked. We finally reached El Fasher at about 2pm.

My travelling companions were Jeremy Hulme, a craggy ex-Black Watch soldier and Orkney farmer who has been SPANA’s chief executive for the past fourteen years, and Karen Jones, the charity’s veterinarian. As we waited for our vehicle, I mentioned my chat with the man from MSF.

“I get that reaction all the time,” Jeremy said. “Talk to the humanitarian community about donkeys and they mark you down as a people-hating bunny-hugger. Yet, out here, donkeys are truck and taxi, often the only non-human resource these people have. If the donkeys die, the people have neither the incentive nor the means to get back home again. That’s the situation we are trying to avoid.”

Later that day, we were able to see for ourselves how its efforts to save the donkeys are succeeding. Our first stop was a mud-brick compound half-a-mile outside Abu Showk refugee camp. With its Sudanese partners, and in cooperation with the UK-based charity Kids for Kids, SPANA had organized the collection of 60,000 bundles of hay, which were starting to tower over the compound’s walls.

“A year ago,” Jeremy said, “there were probably 10,000 to 12,000 donkeys in Abu Showk, all brought in by the refugees. Today there are maybe 1,400. The rest were simply allowed to starve to death. The aid effort was so focused on the people that their working animals were ignored. It’s understandable that people come first, but pack animals and livestock should at least be on the radar. The donkeys that are here now need food to survive – 60,000 bundles of hay will keep them alive for a couple of months.”

“And the cost?” I ask.

“Around £50,000 so far, but it is money well spent. By keeping the animals alive till the rains come, in July or August, we give them a chance of surviving in the longer term. In the lives of these people, it’s hard to imagine anything more important than saving the animals. They carry the scarce water from waterholes and haul the firewood to cook the food provided by the aid agencies. And when the refugees finally go back to their homes, as everyone hopes they will, they will need these animals more than ever. You don’t have to be a sentimentalist to see that.”

As we watched, donkey-carts trundled in laden with bales of hay that were transferred to the stack. More than 70,000 people live in the camp (20,000 more than six months ago), in tents or under tarpaulins provided by international relief agencies such as Oxfam and Save the Children. The organization is impressive. There are latrines on every corner. “The facilities here are probably better than in the villages,” Jeremy points out.

Some people suggest that the reason the number of refugees in Darfur has been growing so dramatically is that it is seen as a “soft option” compared with life in the semi-desert. I realized just how cynical this notion was when we sat down in a tent for a series of briefings with Abu Showk’s community leaders, as well as the women SPANA has trained to care for the animals in the camp.

Little by little they began to recount the horrific attacks that had brought them here. One man talked of grenade attacks by Janjaweed militia – some believe they are encouraged by the government – and of explosions and machine-gun fire in the middle of the night. Another spoke of villagers running away in panic into the dark and the desert. These were not old tales. Many of the people were recent arrivals.

Organizations such as SPANA and Kids for Kids are working for that brighter day when the refugees can return to their villages. SPANA is funding the training of “paravets” (like paramedics), and in Darfur we attended the first training course. Fifteen students had been selected by the Darfur villagers themselves for training in basic animal care so that when they return to their lands they can help maintain healthy livestock herds.

The charity’s vet, Karen, was in her element. Local farmers had brought in ailing animals to the impromptu clinic and she spent a happy morning peering down donkeys’ throats and rasping roughened teeth. “You’ve got to watch out for donkey rabies,” she warned when I ventured too close.

SPANA knows it must change some minds if it is to succeed. It has begun, for example, to press the British Government’s Department for International Development (DfID) about the effectiveness of its recent £1 million grant to the UN Food and Agriculture Organization in Darfur, designed to provide veterinary support, feed and health care for donkeys and livestock. The Secretary of State for International Development, Hilary Benn, at least recognizes livestock as “key livelihood assets”.

On our last day in Darfur, we travelled three hours across the desert to the town of Mellit. I have travelled in many parts of the world and seen people living in conditions of extreme poverty, but I have never seen anything like the unofficial refugee camp we found there.

As I crouched on the sand, talking to a group of refugees, a glassy eyed donkey expired before my eyes. Call it an asset; call it an old and trusted family friend – either way, the passing of that animal in the desert heat will mean, ultimately, even greater hardship for the family that is now going to have to manage without it.

First published in the Daily Telegraph, Saturday 11 June 2005
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Looking After Apes in Paris

Around this time last year, I went trekking in the Virunga Mountains in the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), formerly Zaire. I had never seen gorillas in the wild before and, since I am a trustee of the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund (now renamed the Gorilla Organization), Greg Cummings and Jillian Miller, who run the European arm from a modest office near Chalk Farm, kindly suggested it was about time I broke my duck.

We drew a blank in the Congolese Virungas. After two successive days when we hacked our way for hours on end through dense undergrowth with no sign of gorillas except a couple of old nests, Greg admitted defeat.

“Basically,” he explained, “there’s so much unrest in this part of the country, so many armed bands fighting each other, that the mountain gorillas have probably moved over to the Rwandan side. We had better go looking for Grauer’s instead.”

With a heavily armed escort, we drove west into the DRC’s Kahuzi-Biega National Park, where one day, after a long morning’s climb, our efforts were finally rewarded.

The Grauer’s gorillas in the forests of the eastern Congo, such as Kahuzi-Biega, are probably even more threatened than the mountain gorillas of the Virungas, whose numbers, thanks to intensive protection efforts, have now stabilized at around 650 and may even be increasing. War and civil disorder, mining and deforestation, as well as the bush-meat trade, have taken a tremendous toll on the Grauer’s gorilla. Population figures are hard to pin down, but what is beyond doubt is that a species that once was plentiful, now numbers in the low thousands – a range of sources estimates them at between 2,700 and 5,400.

Even though it may not feature at the G8 meeting in Gleneagles this week, the fate of the great apes (not just gorilla, but chimpanzee, bonobo and orangutan) is not entirely absent from the international agenda. In September this year, the first intergovernmental conference wholly devoted to the conservation of the great apes will take place in Kinshasa under the sponsorship of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. All twenty-three countries with wild great ape populations (including, from outside Africa, Indonesia and Malaysia) are expected to attend. The EU Commission has provided substantial support. Among the individual EU member states, Britain has played a leading role, not only in supporting the intergovernmental meeting, but in helping the UN’s first efforts in this field through the Great Ape Survival Project (Grasp), which has recently been launched by UNESCO and UNEP, the UN’s environment agency.

The hope is that the Kinshasha meeting, which is expected to adopt a world declaration on the future of the great apes and a detailed programme of action, will generate a new sense of urgency in the fight to save the great apes. This is more than a moral and philosophical issue. If you save the apes, you help save the forests and the people – millions of them – whose livelihoods depend on those forests. Given the crucial role of the tropical rainforests for the conservation of biodiversity and as one of the great engines of the world’s climate, you may even help save the world. After Live Aid, Live Ape!

Because I have to attend a pre-Kinshasa preparatory meeting at UNESCO in Paris this week, I am going to miss tonight’s Spectator party. I am sure there will be no shortage of Johnsons. At the last count, I noted a dozen or so writing for the national press, not all of them related to me. Apart from Boris, those springing immediately to mind include Paul, Frank, Luke, Daniel, Rachel, Jo, Martin and Ulrika (honoris causa). Perhaps the Spectator can produce a special issue one day written entirely by contributors called Johnson.

First published in the Guardian, Thursday 7 July, 2005
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Conservation Begins at Home

It is surprising how much havoc a kestrel can wreak. While I was in London last week, the bird flew down the chimney of our Exmoor farmhouse, located the room where I work and installed itself at my computer. My sister, who lives nearby, happened to peer through the window and released the poor creature, but when I arrived I had to spend half an hour with a damp cloth cleaning copious droppings from the keyboard. The bird also destroyed an Anglepoise lamp.

At this time of year, we have a lot of kestrels around the house. “There were four perched on a bench in the yard the other day,” my sister told me, “waiting for the house martins.”

I sensed from the glint in her eye that my sister didn’t entirely approve of the way the kestrels pounced on the smaller birds.

“You have to see this in perspective,” I told her. “The house martins have already flown thousands of miles from the heart of Africa. They’ve crossed the Sahara. They’ve survived Malta, where the locals shoot anything that moves. By the time they reach Exmoor, they know how to cope with a kestrel or two.”

It’s not just the bird-life – the kestrels, the buzzards, the owls, herons, woodpeckers, kingfishers, etc. – that makes the valley where we have had a farm for fifty-four years so remarkable; it’s the animal life too. As I write this, I can see a herd of red deer on the hill opposite. The otters are coming back. There are voles and stoats and dormice, not to speak of foxes and badgers.

This time last year, I spent a marvellous day looking for butterflies on our high ground. A few weeks earlier, English Nature had written to say that it had reason to believe that our farm might harbour rare or endangered butterflies such as the high brown or dark green fritillary. In due course, a small team of experts arrived one fine morning, and after a cup of coffee in the yard we headed uphill.

“Basically, you need a good south-facing slope,” Nigel Bourn of Butterfly Conservation explained. “The bracken mustn’t be too thick, mind you. You need cattle to break it up a bit. The larvae of the high brown and the dark green fritillaries feed on the leaves of violets, which grow under the bracken. That’s the only thing they eat. If the bracken’s too thick, the violets don’t thrive.”

As we climbed that day (our land starts at 960ft above sea level and rises to around 1,200ft), the butterfly experts grew increasingly excited. They found tell tale bites in the violet leaves which could only have been caused by fritillary caterpillars. Suddenly, in a clearing among the ferns, we saw a butterfly, resting on a leaf with its wings spread.

“That’s one of them!” Nigel exclaimed. “No question about it.”

He unfolded his net, and stalked and swooped. Examination of the underside showed that the species in question was the dark green fritillary, rather than the high brown.

“Odds are you’ll have both here,” he said. Nigel photographed, then released the butterfly. “It’s an ideal environment.”

I’ve tracked Bengal tigers in the Sundarbans and gorillas in the Congo, but it’s hard to beat the sheer thrill of discovering that one has, chez soi, one of the key species from Britain’s very own endangered list.

We have also, I am glad to say, a tremendous quantity of bats. Different kinds of bats, big and small. They fly through the house at all hours, particularly at night.

As a child, I remember a Swiss au pair girl complaining at breakfast one morning that a bat had become entangled in her hair during the night. My mother gave her short shrift. She handed her a large aluminium utensil. “Put the saucepan on your head, Lottie, before you go to sleep.”

In our house, animals came first. Conservation, like charity, began at home.

Years later, when I was in the European Commission’s environment department, I drafted a directive about species and habitat protection. It wasn’t easy to push it through the EU Council – there were eurosceptics even then – but we persevered. The United Kingdom, of course, already had its own system of nature protection, but the Europe-wide NATURA 2000 arrangements have enabled that system to be strengthened and expanded.

Looking back at my time in Brussels, I have come to the conclusion that working on that particular directive was probably the most useful thing I did, apart from learning how to say “More waffles, please” in Flemish.

First published in the Guardian, Thursday 21 July 2005
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Conference in Kinshasa

The view from my room on the seventeenth floor of the Grand Hotel, Kinshasa, is superb. As I write, I can see Brazzaville across the wide grey sweep of the Congo River. There are some advantages in this proximity. In the past, for example, diplomats could keep a speedboat ready so that when things got too hot in Kinshasa, they could make a quick dash to the other side.

The Grand Hotel was known then as the Inter-Continental. Former president Mobutu backed its construction in the 1970s and his men didn’t hesitate to avail themselves of the worldly facilities it offered.

Sometimes, things got nasty. The story goes that the manager of the hotel showed exemplary heroism in blocking the elevators to the guest floors one night when a party of Mobutu’s henchmen arrived at the hotel, set on murder and mayhem. The fact that hotel guests nowadays are not quaking in fear of a sudden banging on the door shows how much things have changed since May 1997, when Mobutu was overthrown.

That doesn’t mean that everything in this equatorial garden is lovely. Fifteen months ago, when I last visited the Democratic Republic of the Congo, we crossed the border from Rwanda. When we drove up a stretch of eastern Congo from Bukavu to Goma, we took armed guards with us and had to endure constant roadblocks. A few days after I left for Kinshasa in the west of the country, a shooting war broke out between rival factions in the east. These factions none the less still manage today to be part of the overarching coalition put in place following an agreement struck in Sun City in 2003 between the Kabila government and its main adversaries.

In Kinshasa, I was invited to meet the president of the National Assembly, Olivier Kamitatu. He took a sanguine view of the troubles. “The movement towards democracy is irreversible,” he told me. “The elections will take place as planned.”

That was in May 2005. Technically, the Sun City process is still on track because twelve months’ grace has been allowed if “special circumstances” require more time to set up a constitution and elections. All of that extra time will surely be needed. Just registering the electorate in this vast land of 60 million inhabitants without an efficient transport system is a gigantic task. We are talking, moreover, about not just one, but a whole series of popular votes, beginning with a referendum on a new draft constitution and ending with the direct election of the president.

Forty or more years ago, the eyes of the world were on the Congo. Some of the most tense dramas of the Cold War were played out here. After decades of pariah status, the wheel has come full circle and the DRC has again moved centre stage.

The international meeting on saving the great apes, for example, which I am attending this week, is a small but significant step in the process of normalization. Twenty-one African and two Asian countries are represented. Donor nations, including Britain, represented by biodiversity minister Jim Knight, are also present and seem ready to sign up to a practical, funded programme of action.

If hosting this first intergovernmental conference on the conservation of the great apes is one way the DRC can show its willingness, and readiness, to rejoin the comity of nations, why should we complain?

Tomorrow, the president, Joseph Kabila, will attend the meeting. What is an honour for us may also be useful for him, given the wide publicity this conference has attracted across the nation. Kabila was twenty-six when he succeeded his assassinated father, Laurent, five years ago. To prevent him standing in the upcoming election, his political opponents tried to write a provision into the draft constitution restricting presidential candidates to people over forty. The attempt was unsuccessful, but the question of age clearly has a resonance here.

The other night, in the hotel bar, a Congolese friend asked me: “What about Cameroon?”

“What’s special about Cameroon?” I asked. Cameroon has a delegate at the meeting who had, I considered, been making a useful contribution to proceedings.

“Isn’t he too young to stand for leader of your Conservative Party?”

I finally realized what he was driving at. “Oh, you mean David Cameron – you’re very well informed! No, of course he’s not too young to stand. He’s much older than President Kabila!”

First published in the Guardian, Thursday 8 September 2005
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“If animals could vote, Stanley Johnson would be
President of the World and this book will tell you why:.

Simon Pope, World Society for the Protection of Animals

Greenpeace medal-winning Stanley Johnson
crosses the globe meeting local conservation
heroes and the endangered species they are
fighting to protect. With him we discover the
horrors of horse fighting in the Philippines, wie
sit at the feet of Amazonian tribal elders and
track pandas in rural China. Stanley recounts his
adventures with trademark-Johnson wit as he
bears witness to the PO struggle of our
ever-vanishing wildl

Behind the infectious humour, there lies the deep passion of a
man who has spent his life in search of wild places and wild
animals and is committed to their defence. Reading this book,
1tis impossible not to catch the thrill

‘Stanley s a glited storyteller who leaves us in
no doubt about the increasing urgency to act to
protect our beautiful, diverse planet. A good dose of
eco-adrenalin.’

Nigel Winser, Earthwatch

t -’Slanley‘s storles captivate and entertain.’ S

- Jonathan Bailie, Zooloiel Society of London
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