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Джеральд Даррел давно известен советскому читателю. 
Его книги читаются и перечитываются с неизменным интересом. 
Они учат беречь все живое, воспитывают в читателях чувство 
ответственности за животный мир и поэтому имеют очень боль­
шое воспитательное значение.

Дж. Даррел посвятил животным всю свою жизнь. Еще в юнос­
ти он полюбил их и наполнял дом своими самыми разными пи­
томцами. Об этом он рассказал нам в книге «Птицы, звери и 
другие», где описана жизнь всей семьи на острове Корфу.

По окончании колледжа Дж. Даррел работает как научный 
сотрудник в зоопарке Цинснейд, а в 1947 г. организует свою 
первую экспедицию в Камерун с целью отлова диких живот­
ных для зоопарков. По возвращении он пишет книгу о животном 
мире тропической Африки «Переполненный ковчег». Книга 
имела огромный успех, и имя ее автора сразу стало широко 
известным.

Из каждой поездки, а их было немало, Даррел кроме кол­
лекций животных привозит новые впечатления — материал 
для новых книг.

Так появились: «Под пологом пьяного леса», «Гончие 
Бафута», «Земля шорохов», «Три билета до Адвенчера», 
«Поместье зоопарк» и др.

В 1958 г. Даррел стал владельцем зоопарка. Зоопарк при­
влек внимание некоторых учреждений и частных лиц, занятых 
охраной природы; они принимают участие в финансировании зоо­
парка, и сейчас Даррел уже не его владелец, а директор. При 
зоопарке создан специальный фонд для приобретения животных, 
которым грозит истребление. Даррел коллекционирует их, пи­
шет о них, он выступает по телевидению, читает лекции и док­
лады, снимает фильмы, в которых рассказывает о трагической 
судьбе животных.

Он умеет видеть и умеет рассказать о виденном.
Каждая книга Даррела — это научное исследование о живот­

ных и природе, блестящие зарисовки людей и быта страны, где 
он находится. Они написаны очень живо и увлекательно, имеют 
огромную познавательную ценность.

Доброта и мягкий юмор автора придают им особую прелесть.
Настоящее издание дает читателю возможность познако­

миться в оригинале с одной из лучших книг Джеральда Даррела, 
рассказывающей о его экспедиции в Аргентину и Патагонию. 
Текст «Земли шорохов» подвергся лишь незначительным сокра­
щениям. В конце книги помещен комментарий, к нему прила­
гается список встречающихся в тексте географических названий 
и имен с указанием их произношения.
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In calling up images of the past, 
I find that the plains of Patagonia 
frequently cross before my eyes; yet 
these plains are pronounced by all 
wretched and useless. They can be de­
scribed only by negative characters; * 
without habitations, without wa­
ter, without trees, without mountains, 
they support merely a few dwarf 
plants. Why, then, and the case is 
not peculiar to myself, * have these 
arid wastes taken so firm a hold on 
my memory?

CHARLES DARWIN: *
The Voyage of H. M. S. * Beagle



Part One

THE CUSTOMS * OF THE COUNTRY
, f ., fit ■■ ■■ ' ■'

Buenos Aires, decked put for spring, was looking her J*  
best. The tall and elegant buildings seemed to gleam 
like icebergs in the sun, and the broad avenues were lined 
with jacaranda trees * covered with a mist of inauvy 
blue flowers, or palo borracho*  with their strange bottle­
shaped trunks and their spindly branches starred with 
yellow and white flowers. The spring-like atmosphere 
seemed to have infected the pedestrians, who fled across 
the road through the traffic with even less caution than 
usual, while the drivers of the trams, buses and cars vied 
with each other in the time-honoured Buenos Aires game 
of seeing how close they could get to each other at the 
maximum speed without actually crashing.

Not having a suicidal streak * in me, I had refused 
to drive in the city, and so we swept on our death-defying 
way in the Land-Rover * with Josefina at the wheel. 
Short, with curly auburn hair and big brown eyes, 
Josefina had a smile like a searchlight that could paralyse
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•eveh the most unsusceptible male at twenty paces. В 
my side sat Mercedes, tall, slim, blonde and blue-eyec 
she habitually wore an expression as though butter woul 
not melt in her mouth, and this successfully conceale 
an iron will and grim, bulldog-like tenacity of purposi 
These two girls were part of my private army of feminir 
pulchritude * that I used in dealing with officialdom 
in the Argentine.*  At that precise moment we wei 
heading towards the massive building that looked lib 
a cross between the Parthenon and the Reichstag * i 
whose massive interior lurked the most formidable enem 
öf sanity and liberty in Argentina: the Aduana, or Cm 
toms. On my arrival, some three weeks earlier, they ha 
let all my highly dutiable articles of equipment, such г 
cameras, film, the Land-Rover and so on, into the countr 
without a murmur; but, for some reason known onl 
to the Almighty and the scintillating brains in the Adnan; 
they had confiscated all my hets, traps, cage-fronts an 
other worthless but necessaryf items of collecting equi] 
ment. So, for the past three weeks Mercedes, Josefina an 
I had spent every day in the bowels * of the massive Cm 
toms House, being passed from office to office with a so: 
of clockwork-like regularity which was so monotonoi 
and so frustrating that you really began to wonder 
your brain would last out the course. Mercedes regarde 
me anxiously as Josefina wove in and out * of fleein 
pedestrians in a way that made my stomach tux 
over.

“How are you feeling today, Gerry?” she asked.
“Wonderful, simply wonderful,” I said bitterb 

“there’s nothing I like better than to get up on a love! 
morning like this and to feel that I have the whole sunk 
day lying ahead in which to get on more intimate tern 
with the Customs.”

“Now, please don’t talk like that,” she said; “you pron 
ised me you wouldn’t lose your temper again, it doesn 
do any good.”

“It may not do any good, but it relieves my feeling: 
I 'swear to you that if we are kept waiting half an hot 
outside an office to be told by its inmate at the end < 
it that it’s not his department, and to go along to Rooi 
Seven Hundred and Four, I shall not be responsible f( 
my actions.”



“But today we are going to see Senor Garcia,” said 
Mercedes, with the air of one promising a sweet to a 
child.

I snorted. “To the best of my knowledge * we have 
seen at least fourteen Senor Garcias in that building in 
the past three weeks. The Garcia tribe treat the Customs 
as though it’s an old family firm. I should imagine that 
all the baby Garcias are born with a tiny rubber-stamp 
in their hands,” I said, warming to my w’ork.*  [...]

“Oh, dear, I think you’d better sit in the car,” said 
Mercedes.

“What, and deprive me of the pleasure of continuing 
my genealogical investigation of the Garcia family?”

“Well, promise that you won’t say anything,” she said, 
turning her kingfisher-blue eyes on me pleadingly. “Please, 
Gerry, not a word.”

“But I never do say anything,” I protested, “if I really 
voiced my thoughts the whole building would go up in 
flames.”

“What about the other day when you said that under 
the dictatorship you got your things in and out of the 
country without trouble, whereas now we were a democ­
racy you were being treated like a smuggler?”

“Well, it’s perfectly true. Surely one is allowed to 
voice one’s thoughts, even in a democracy? For the last 
three weeks we have done nothing but struggle with 
these moronic individuals in the Customs, none of whom 
appears to be able to say anything except advise you to 
go and see Senor Garcia down the hall. I’ve wasted three 
weeks of valuable time W’hen I could have been filming 
and collecting animals.”

“De hand...*  de hand...” Josefina said suddenly and 
loudly. I stuck my arm out of the window, and the speed­
ing line of traffic behind us screeched to a shuddering 
halt * as Josefina swung the Land-Rover into the side 
turning.. The shouts of rage mingled with cries of “[ani­
mal!" * faded behind us.

“Josefina, I do wish you would give us all a little more 
warning when you’re going to turn,” I said. Josefina 
turned her glittering smile on to me.

“Why?” she inquired simply.
“Well, it helps you know. It gives us a chance to pre­

pare to meet our Maker.” *
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“I’ave never crash you yet, no?” she asked.
“No, but I feel it’s only a matter of time.”
We swept majestically across an intersection at forty 

miles an hour, and a taxi coming from the opposite di­
rection had to apply all its brakes to avoid hitting us 
amidships. *

“Blurry * Bas-tard,” said Josefina tranquilly.
“Josefina! You must not use phrases like that,” I re­

monstrated.
“Why not?” asked Josefina innocently. “You do.”
“That is not the point,” I said severely.
“But it is nice to say, no?” she said with satisfaction. 

“And I ’ave learn more; I know Blurry Bastard and...”
“All right, all right,” I said hastily. “I believe you. 

But for Heaven’s sake don’t use them in front of your 
mother, otherwise she’ll stop you driving for me.”

There were, I reflected, certain drawbacks to having 
beautiful young women to help you in your work. True, 
they could charm the birds out of the trees, but I found 
that they also had tenacious memories when it came to 
the shorter, crisper Anglo-Saxon expletives * which I was 
occasionally driven to using in moments of stress.

“De hand... de hand,” said Josefina again, and we 
swept across the road, leaving a tangle of infuriated 
traffic behind us, and drew up outside the massive and 
gloomy fagade of the Aduana.

Three hours later we emerged, our brains numb, our 
feet aching, and threw ourselves into the Land-Rover.

“Where we go to now?” inquired Josefina listlessly.
“A bar,” I said, “any bar where I can have a brandy 

and a couple of aspirins.”
“О. K.,” said Josefina, letting in the clutch.
“I think tomorrow we will have success,” said Merce­

des, in an effort to revive our flagging spirits.
“Listen,” I said with some asperity, “Senor Garcia, 

God bless his blue chin and eau-de-cologne-encrusted 
brow, * was about as much use as a beetle in a bottle. 
And you know it.”

“No, no, Gerry. He has promised tomorrow to take 
me to see one of the high-up men in the Aduana.”

“What’s his name... Garcia?”
“No, a Senor Dante.” . < — ; .
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“How singularly appropriate. Only a man with a name 
like Dante would be able to survive in the Inferno of 
Garcias.” * [...I

Josefina drew up outside a bar, and we assembled at 
a table on the edge of the pavement and sipped our drinks 
in depressed silence. Presently I managed to shake my 
mind free of the numbing effect * that the Aduana always 
had on it, and turn my attention to other problems.

“Lend me fifty cents, will you?” I asked Mercedes.
“1 want to phone up Marie.”

“Why?” inquired Mercedes.
“If you must know she’s promised to find me a place 

to keep the tapir.*  The hotel won’t let me keep it on the 
roof."

“What is a tapir?” asked J osefina interestedly.
“It’s a sort of animal, about as big as a pony, with 

a long nose. It looks like a small elephant gone wrong.” *
“I am not surprised that the hotel won’t let you keep 

it on the roof,” said Mercedes.
“But this one’s only a baby... about the size of a pig.®
“Well, here’s your fifty cents.”
I found the phone, mastered the intricacies of the 

Argentine telephone system and dialed Marie’s number.
“Marie? Gerry here. What luck about the tapir?”
“Well, my friends are away so you can’t take him there. 

But Mama says why not bring him here and keep him in 
the garden.”

“Are you sure that’s all right?”
“Well, it was Mama’s idea.”
“Yes, but are you sure she knows what a tapir is?”
“Yes, I told her it was a little animal with fur.” >
“Not exactly a zoological description. What’s she 

?oing to say when I turn up with something that’s nearly 
bald and the size of a pig?”

“Once it’s here, it's here,” said Marie logically.
I sighed.
“All right. I’ll bring it round this evening. О. K.?”
“О. K., and don’t forget some food for it.”
I went back to where Josefina and Mercedes were 

waiting with an air of well-bred curiosity.
“Well, what did she say?” inquired Mercedes at length.
“We put Operation Tapir into force * at four o’clock 

;his afternoon.”
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“Where do we take it?”
“To Marie’s house. Her mother’s offered to keep it 

in the garden.”
“Good God, no!” said Mercedes with considerable dra­

matic effect.
“Well, why not?” I asked.
“But you cannot take it there, Gerry. The garden is 

only a small one. Besides, Mrs Rodriguez is very fond 
of her flowers.”

“What’s that got to do with the tapir? He’ll be on a 
leash. Anyway, he’s got to go somewhere, and that’s 
the only offer of accommodation I’ve had so far.”

“All right, take him there,” said Mercedes with the 
ill-concealed air of satisfaction of one who knows she is 
right, “but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“All right, all right. Let’s go and have some lunch 
now, because I’ve got to pick up Jacquie * at two o’clock 
to go and see the shipping people about our return pas­
sages. After that we can go and pick up Claudius.” *

“Who’s Claudius?” asked Mercedes puzzled.
“The tapir. I’ve christened him that because with 

that Roman snout of his he looks like one of the ancient 
Emperors.”

“Claudius!” said Josefina, giggling. “Dat is blurry 
funny.”

So, at four o’clock that afternoon we collected the some­
what reluctant tapir and drove round to Marie’s house, 
purchasing en route * a long dog-leash and a collar big 
enough for a Great Dane.*  The garden was, as Mercedes 
had said, very small. It measured some fifty feet by 
fifty, a sort of hollow square surrounded on three sides 
by the black walls of the neighbouring houses, and on 
the fourth side was a tiny verandah and French windows,*  
leading into the Rodriguez establishment. It was, by 
virtue of the height of the buildings surrounding it, a 
damp and rather gloomy little garden, but Mrs Rodri­
guez had done wonders to improve it by planting those 
flowers and shrubs which flourish best in such ill-lit 
situations. We had to carry Claudius, kicking violently, 
through the house, out of the French windows, where wo 
attached his leash to the bottom of the steps. Fie wiffled 
his Roman snout appreciatively at the scents of damp 
earth and flowers that were wafted to him, and heaved 



a deep sigh of content. I placed a bowl of water by his 
side, a huge stack of chopped vegetables and fruit, and 
left him. Marie promised that she would phone me at 
the hotel the first thing the following morning and let 
me know how Claudius had settled down. This she duti­
fully did.

“Gerry? Good morning.”
“Good morning. How’s Claudius?”
“Well, I think you had better come round,” she said 

with an air of someone trying to break bad news tactfully.
“Why, what’s the matter? He’s not ill, is he?” I asked, 

alarmed.
“Oh, no. Not ill,” said Marie sepulchrally. “But last 

night he broke his leash, and by the time we discovered 
him, he had eaten half Mama’s begonias. I’ve got him 
locked in the coal cellar, and Mama’s upstairs having 
a headache. I think you had better come round and bring 
a new leash.”

Cursing animals in general and tapirs in particular, 
I leapt into a taxi and fled round to Marie’s, pausing on 
the way to buy fourteen pots of the finest begonias I 
could procure. I found Claudius, covered with coal-dust, 
meditatively chewing a leaf. I reprimanded him, put 
on his new and stronger leash (strong enough, one would 
have thought, to hold a dinosaur *),  wrote a note of apol­
ogy to Mrs Rodriguez, and left, Marie having promised 
to get in touch immediately should anything further 
transpire. The next morning she rang me again.

“Gerry? Good morning.”
“Good morning. Everything all right?”
“No,” said Marie gloomily, “he’s done it again. Mother 

has no begonias left now, and the rest of the garden looks 
as if a bulldozer’s been at work. I think he will have to 
have a chain, you know.”

“Dear God,” I groaned, “what with the Aduana and 
this bloody tapir,*  it’s enough to drive one to drink. 
A.11 right, I’ll come round and bring a chain.”

Once more I arrived at the Rodriguez establishment 
sarriyng a chain that could have been used to anchor 
the Queen Mary*  and bearing another herbaceous bor- 
ler in pots. Claudius was enchanted with the chain. He 
found it tasted very nice if sucked loudly, and better 
stillj, it made a loud and tuneful rattling if he jerked 
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his head up and down, a noise that suggested there w; 
a small iron-foundry at work in the Rodriguez gardei 
I left hurriedly before Mrs Rodriguez came down to asce 
tain the cause of the noise. Marie phoned me the follov 
ing morning.

“Gerry? Good morning.” <
“Good morning,” I said, with a strong premonitio 

that it was going to turn out to be anything but a goo 
' morning.

“I’m afraid Mama says you will have to move Clai 
dius,” said Marie.

“What’s he done now?' I asked in exasperation.
“Well,” said Marie, with the faintest tremor of mirt 

in her voice, “Mama gave a dinner party last nigln 
Just as we had all sat down there was a terrible nob 
in the garden. Claudius had managed to get his chai 
loose from the railings, I don’t know how. Anywaj 
before we could do anything sensible he burst in throug 
the French windows, dragging his chain behind him

“Good God!” I said, startled.
“Yes,” said Marie, starting to giggle helplessly, “i 

was so funny. All the guests leaping about, quite terr 
fied, while Claudius ran round and round the table, clanl 
ing his chain like a spectre. Then he got frightened г 
all the noise and did a... you know... a decoration on th 
floor.”

“Dear Heaven,” I groaned, for I knew what Claudiu 
could do in the way of “decoration” when he put hi 
mind to it.*

“So Mama’s dinner was ruined, and she says she i 
very sorry, but could you move him. She feels that h 
is not happy in the garden, and that anyway, he’s nc 
a very simpatico * animal.”

“Your mother is, I presume, upstairs having a heac 
ache?”

“I think it’s a bit more than a headache,” said Mari 
judiciously.

“О. К.,” I sighed, “leave it to me. I’ll think < 
something.”

This, however, appeared to be the last of a series < 
bedevilments we had suffered, for suddenly everythin 
seemed to go right. The Customs released my equR 
ment, and, more important still, I suddenly found nc 
12



only a home for Claudius, hut the rest of the animals 
as well: a small house on the outskirts of Buenos Aires 
had been lent to us to keep our collection in as a tempo­
rary measure.

So, with our problems solved, at least for the moment, 
we got out the maps and planned our route to the south, 
to the Patagonian coastline where the fur seals * and 
elephant seals * gambolled in the icy waters.

At first sight everything seemed to be quite straight­
forward. Marie had managed to obtain leave from her 
job, and was to come with us to act as interpreter. Our 
route was planned with the minute detail that only 
people who have never been to an area indulge in. The 
equipment was checked and double-checked, and care­
fully packed. After all the weeks of frustration and 
boredom in Buenos Aires we began to feel that at last 
we were on our way. Then, at our last council of war 
(in the little cafe on the corner), Marie produced an 
argument that she had obviously been brooding upon 
for some considerable time.

“I think it would be a good idea if we take someone 
who knows the roads, Gerry,” she said, engulfing what 
appeared to be a large loaf of bread stuffed with an 
exceptionally giant ox’s tongue, a concoction that 
passed for a sandwich in Argentina.

“Whatever for?” I asked. “We’ve got maps, haven’t 
we?”

“Yes, but you have never driven on those Patagonian 
roads, and they are quite different from anywhere else 
in the world, you know.”

“How, different?” I inquired.
“Worse,” said Marie, who did not believe in wasting 

words.
“I’m inclined to agree,” said Jacquie. “We’ve heard 

the most awful reports of those roads from everyone.”
“Darling, you know as well as I do that you always 

hear those sort of reports about roads, or mosquitoes, 
or savage tribes, wherever you go in the world, and they 
are generally a lot of nonsense.”

“Anyway, I think Marie’s suggestion is a good one. 
If we could get someone who knows the roads to drive 
us down,, then you’d know what to expect on the way 
back.”

13



“But there is no one,” I said irritably, “Rafael i 
in college, Carlos is up in the North, Brian is studying...

“There is Dicky,” said Marie.
I stared at her.
“Who is Dicky?” I asked at length.
“A friend of mine,” she said carelessly, “he is a ver. 

good driver, he knows Patagonia, and he is a very nie 
person. He is quite used to going on hunting trips, s< 
he does not mind suffering.”

“By ‘suffering’ do you mean roughing it, or are yoi 
insinuating that our company might be offensive ti 
his delicate nature?”

“Oh, stop being facetious,” said Jacquie. “Woult 
this chap come with us, Marie?”

“Oh, yes,” she said. “He said he would like it ver; 
much.”

“Good,” said Jacquie, “when can he come and sei 
us?”

“Well, I told him to meet us here in about ten min 
utes’ time,” said Marie. “I thought Gerry would wan 
to see him in case he did not like him.”

I gazed at them all speechlessly.
“I think that’s a very good idea, don’t you?” aske< 

Jacquie.
“Are you asking my opinion?” I inquired. “I though 

you had settled it all between you.”
“I am sure you will like Dicky...” began Marie, am 

at that moment Dicky arrived.
At first glance I decided that I did not like Dick; 

at all. He did not look to me the sort of person win 
had ever suffered, or, indeed, was capable of suffering 
He was exquisitely dressed, too exquisitely dressed 
He had a round, plump face, with boot-button eyes 
a rather frail-looking moustache like a brown motl 
decorated his upper lip, and his dark hair was plasteret 
down to his head with such care that it looked as if i 
had been painted on to his scalp.

“This is Dicky de Sola,” said Marie, in some trepida 
tion.

Dicky smiled at me, a smile that transformed hi; 
whole face.

“Marie have told you?” he said, dusting his chai 
fastidiously with his handkerchief before sitting dowi
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at the table, “I am delight to go to Patagonia, whom 
I love.”

I began to warm to him.*
“If I am no useful, I will not come, but I can advise 

if you will allow, for I know the roads. You have a map? 
Ah, good, now let me explanation to you.”

Together we pored over the map, and within half an 
hour Dicky had won me over * completely. Not only did 
he have an intimate knowledge of the country we were 
to pass through, but his own brand of English, his charm 
and infectious humour had decided me.*

“Well,” I said, as we folded the maps away, “if you 
can really spare the time, we’d like you to come very 
much.”

“Overwhelmingly,” said Dicky, holding out his hand.
And on this rather cryptic utterance the bargain 

was sealed.



Chapter One

THE WHISPERING LAND

The plains of Patagonia art 
boundless, for they are scarce 
ly passable, and hence un­
known; they bear the stamj 
of having lasted, as they art 
now, for ages, and there ap 
pears no limit to their dura 
tion through future time.

CHARLES DARWIN 
The Voyage of H. M. S. Beagh

We set off for the south in the pearly grey dawn light 
of what promised to be a perfect day. The streets werf 
empty and echoing, and the dew-drenched parks and 
squares had their edges frothed with great piles of faller 
blooms from the palo borracho and jacaranda trees, 
heaps of glittering flowers in blue, yellow and pink.

On the outskirts of the city we rounded a cornel 
and came upon the first sign of life we had seen since 
we had started, a covey * of dustmen indulging in theii 
early morning ballet. This was such an extraordinary 
sight that we drove slowly behind them for some waj
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in order to watch. The great dustcart rtfmbled down 
the centre of the road at a steady five miles an hour, 
and standing in the back, up to his knees in ruShisn, 
stood the emptier. Four other men loped alongside the 
cart like wolves, darting off suddenly into dark door^ 
ways to reappear with dustbins full of trash balanced 
on their shoulders. They would run up alongside the 
cart and throw the dustbin effortlessly into the air, and 
the man on the cart would catch it and empty it and 
throw it back, all in one fluid movement. The timing of 
this was superb, for as the empty dustbin was hurtling 
downwards a full one would be sailing up. They would 
pass in mid-air, and the full bin would be caught and 
emptied. Sometimes there would be four dustbins in 
the air at once. The whole action was performed in silence 
and with incredible

Soon we left the'ed'ge от the city, just stirring to wake­
fulness, and sped out into the open countryside, golden 
in the rising sun. The early morning air was chilly, and 
Dicky had dressed for the occasion. He was wearing 
a long tweed overcoat and white gloves, and his dark, 
bland eyes and neat, butterfly-shaped moustache peered 
out from under a ridiculous deer-stalker hat * which 
he wore, he explained to me, in order to “keep the ears 
heated”. Sophie and Marie crouched in strange prenatal 
postures * in the back of the Land-Rover, on top of our 
mountainous pile of equipment, most of which, they 
insisted, had been packed in boxes with knife-like edges. 
Jacquie and I sat next to Dicky in the front seat, a map 
spread out across our laps, our heads nodding, as we 
endeavoured to work out our route. Some of the places 
we had to pass through were delightful: Chascomus, 
Dolores, Necochea, Tres Arroyos,*  and similar delicious 
names that slid enticingly off the tongue. At one point 
we passed through two villages, within a few miles 
of each other, one called “The Dead Christian” and the 
other “The Rich Indian”. Marie’s explanation of this 
strange nomenclature was that the Indian was rich be­
cause he killed the Christian, and had stolen all his 
money, but attractive though this story was, I felt it 
could not be the right one.

For two days we sped through the typical landscape 
of the Pampa,*  flat golden grassland in which the cattle
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grazed knee-deep; occasional clumps of eucalyptus trees 
with their bleached and peeling trunks like leproi 
limbs; * small, neat estancias*  gleaming white in tl 
shade of huge, carunculated * ombu trees, that stoc 
massively and grimly on their enormous squat trunks, j 
places the neat fences that lined the road were almo 
obliterated under a thick cloak of convolvulus, rung wil 
electric-blue * flowers the size of saucers, and evei 
third or fourth fence-post would have balanced up< 
it the strange, football-like nest of an oven-bird.*  
was a lush, prosperous and well-fed-looking landsca] 
that only just escaped being monotonous. Eventual! 
in the evening of the third day, we lost our way, ar 
so we pulled in to the side of the road and argued ov 
the map. Our destination was a town called Carmi 
de Patagones, on the north bank of the Rio Negro. I pa 
ticularly wanted to spend the night here, because 
was a town that Darwin had stayed in for some tin 
during the voyage of the Beagle, and I was interest! 
to see how it had changed in the last hundred year 
So, in spite of near-mutiny on the part of the rest 
the expedition, who wanted to stop at the first suitab 
place we came to, we drove on. As it turned out it w 
all we could have done anyway, for we did not pa 
a single habitation until we saw gleaming ahead of i 
a tiny cluster of feeble lights. Within ten minutes v 
were driving cautiously through the cobbled streets 
Carmen de Patagones, lit by pale, trembling street light 
It was two o’clock in the morning, and every hou 
was blank-faced * and tightly shuttered. Our chanc 
of finding anyone who could direct us to a hostelry we 
remote, and we certainly needed direction, for ea( 
house looked exactly like the ones on each side of i 
and there was no indication as to whether it was a hot 
or a private habitation. We stopped in the main squa 
of the town and were arguing tiredly and irritably ov 
this problem when suddenly, under one of the stre 
lights, appeared an angel of mercy, in the shape of a tai 
slim policeman clad in an immaculate uniform, his be 
and boots gleaming. He saluted smartly, bowed to t! 
female members of the party, and with old-world cou 
tesy directed us up some side-roads to where he said v 
should find an hotel. We came to a great gloomy hous 
18 . ..



heavily shuttered, with a massive front door that would 
have done justice to a cathedral. We beat a sharp tat­
too * on its weatherbeaten surface and waited results 
patiently. Ten minutes later there was still no response 
from the inhabitants, and so Dicky, in desperation, 
launched an assault on the door that would, if it had 
succeeded, have awakened the dead. But as he lashed '«/to i 
out at the door it swung mysteriously open under his ~ 
assault, and displayed a long, dimly-lit passageway, 
with doors along each side, and a marble staircase leading 
to the upper floors. Dead tired and extremely hungry we 
were in no mood to consider other people’s property, 
so we marched into the echoing hall like an invading 
army. We stood and shouted “/Hold!” * until the hotel 
rang with our shouts, but there was no response.

“I think, Gerry, that sometime they are all de-/^''“^ 
ceased,” said Dicky gravely.

“Well, if they are I suggest we spread out and find 
ourselves some beds,” I said.

So we climbed the marble staircase and found our­
selves three bedrooms, with beds made up, by the simple 
expedient of opening every door in sight. Eventually, 
having found a place to sleep, Dicky and I went down­
stairs to see if the hotel boasted of any sanitary arrange­
ments.*  The first door we threw open in our search led 
us into a dim bedroom in which was an enormous double­
bed hung with an old-fashioned canopy. Before we could 
back out of the room a huge figure surged out from under 
the bedclothes like a surfacing whale, and waddled 
towards us. It turned out to be a colossal woman, clad 
in a flowing, flannel nightie, who must have weighed 
somewhere in the neighbourhood of fifteen stone.*  She 
came out, blinking, into the hallway, pulling on a flow­
ing kimono of bright green covered with huge pink 
roses, so the effect was rather as if one of the more exotic 
floral displays of the Chelsea * Flower Show had suddenly 
taken on a life of its own. Over her ample bosoms spread 
two long streamers of grey hair which she flicked deftly 
over her shoulder as she did up her kimono, smiling at 
ns with sleepy goodwill.

“Buenos noches,” * she said politely.
Buenos noches, sehora" we replied, not to be outdone 

[n good manners at that hour of the morning.
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“pliable con la patrona?" * inquired Dicky, 
“Si, st, sehor," she said, smiling broadly, “cque gm 

res?" *
Dicky apologized for our late arrival, but la patrol 

waved away our apologies. Was it possible, Dicky aske 
for us to have some sandwiches and coffee? Why no 
inquired la patrona. Further, said Dicky, we were 
urgent need of a lavatory, and could she be so kind 
to direct us to it. With great good humour she led us_ 
a small tiled room, showed us how to pull the ptu 
and stood there chatting amiably while Dicky and I r 
lieved the pangs of nature. Then she puffed and und 
lated her way down to the kitchen * and cut us a huge pi 
of sandwiches and made a steaming mug of coffee. Ha 

: ing assured herself that there was nothing further si 
could do for our comfort, she waddled off to bed. 
x The next morning, having breakfasted, we did 
rapid tour of the town. As far as I could see, apart fro 
the introduction of electricity, it had changed very litt 
since Darwin’s day, and so we left and sped down a hi 
and across the wide iron bridge that spanned the rusl 
red waters of the Rio Negro. We rattled across the bridj 
from the Province of Buenos Aires to the Province 
Chubut, and by that simple action of crossing a riv 
we entered a different world.

Gone were the lush green plains of the Pampa, ar 
in their place was an arid waste stretching away as f 
as the eye could see on each side of the dusty road, a un 
form pelt of grey-green scrub composed of plants aboi 
three feet high, each armed with a formidable 'am 
of thorns and spikes. Nothing appeared to live in th 
dry scrub, for when we stopped there was no bird or i 
sect song, only the whispering of the wind through tl 
thorn scrub in this monochromatic Martian landscape, 
and the only moving thing apart from ourselves was tl 
giant plume of dust we trailed behind the vehicle. Th 
was terribly tiring country * to drive in. The road, deepj 
rutted and potholed, unrolled straight ahead to tl 
horizon, and after a few hours this monotony of scei 
numbed one’s brain, and one would suddenly drop о 
to sleep to be awoken by the vicious scrunch of tl 

KT" wheels as the Land-Rover swerved off into the britt



The evening before we were due to reach Deseado this 
happened on a stretch of road which, unfortunately, 
had recently been rained upon, so that the surface had 
turned into something resembling high-grade glue«.,v.u> 
Dicky, who had been driving for a long time, suddenly 
nodded off * behind the wheel, and before anyone could 
do anything sensible, both Land-Rover and trailer had 
skidded violently into the churned-up mud at the side 
of the road, and settled there snugly, wheels spinning 
like mad. Reluctantly we got out into the bitter chill 
of the evening wind, and in the dim sunset light set to 
work to unhitch the trailer and then push it and the 
Land-Rover separately out of the mud. Then, our feet 
and hands frozen, the five of us crouched in the shelter 
of the Land-Rover and watched the sunset, passing from 
hand to hand a bottle of Scotch * which I had been 
keeping for just such an emergency.

On every side of us the scrubland stretched away, 
dark and flat, so that you got the impression of being in 
the centre of a gigantic plate. The sky had become suf­
fused with green as the sun sank, and then, unexpectedly, 
turned into a very pale powder-blue. A tattered mass of 
clouds on the western horizon suddenly turned black, 
edged delicately with flame-red, and resembled a great 
armada of Spanish galleons waging a fierce sea-battle 
across the sky, drifting towards each other, turned into 
black silhouette by the fierce glare from their cannons. 
As the sun sank lower and lower the black of the clouds 
became shot and mottled with grey, and the sky behind 
them becaihe striped with green, blue and pale red. 
Suddenly our fleet of galleons disappeared, and in its & 
place was a perfect archipelago of islands strung out. 
across the sky in what appeared to be ä placid, sunset­
coloured sea. The illusion was perfect: you could pick 
out the tiny, white-rimmed coves in the rocky, indented 
shoreline; the occasional long, white beach; the danger­
ous shoal of rocks formed by a wisp of cloud at the entrance 
to a safe a.nchorage; the curiously-shaped mountains 
inland, covered with a tattered pelt of evening-dark for- 
est; 7 е sat there, the whisky" warming our bodies, 
watching enraptured the geography of this archipelago 
’Jr7°ld. We each of us chose an island which appealed 
0 us, on which we would like to spend a holiday, and
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"cHablo con la patrona?" * inquired Dicky.
“St, st, senor," she said, smiling broadly, “^que qu. 

res?" *
Dicky apologized for our late arrival, but la patro, 

waved away our apologies. Was it possible, Dicky aske 
for us to have some sandwiches and coffee? Why no 
inquired la patrona. Further, said Dicky, we were 
urgent need of a lavatory, and could she be so kind 
to direct us to it. With great good humour she led us 
a small tiled room, showed us how to pull theplii 
and stood there chatting amiably while Dicky and I r 
lieved the pangs of nature. Then she puffed and und 
lated her way down to the kitchen * and cut us a huge pi 
of sandwiches and made a steaming mug of coffee. Ha 
iug assured herself that there was nothing further si 
could do for our comfort, she waddled off to bed.
4 The next morning, having breakfasted, we did 
rapid tour of the town. As far as I could see, apart fro 
the introduction of electricity, it had changed very litt 
since Darwin’s day, and so we left and sped down a hi 
and across the wide iron bridge that spanned the rus 
red waters of the Rio Negro. We rattled across the brid; 
from the Province of Buenos Aires to the Province 
Chubut, and by that simple action of crossing a riv 
we entered a different world.

Gone were the"lu^ green plains of the Pampa, ar 
in their place was an arid waste stretching away as f 
as the eye could see on each side of the dusty road, a un 
form pelt of grey-green scrub composed of plants abqi 
three feet high, each armed with a formidable arr; 
of thorns and spikes. Nothing appeared to live in th 
dry scrub, for when we stopped there was no bird or i 

c sect song, only the whispering of the wind through tl 
thorn scrub in this monochromatic Martian landscape 
and the only moving thing apart from ourselves was tl 
giant plume of dust we trailed behind the vehicle. Th 
was terribly tiring country * to drive in. The road, deep 
rutted and potholed, unrolled straight ahead to tl 
horizon, and after a few hours this monotony of scei 
numbed one’s brain, and one would suddenly drop c 
to sleep to be awoken by the vicious scrunch of tl 

' wheels as the Land-Rover swerved off into the britt



The evening before we were due to reach Deseado this 
happened on a stretch of road which, unfortunately, 
had recently been rained upon, so that the surface had 
turned into something resembling high-grade glue^v 
Dicky, who had been driving for a long time, suddenly 
nodded off * behind the wheel, and before anyone could 
do anything sensible, both Land-Rover and trailer had 
skidded violently into the churned-up mud at the side 
of the road, and settled there snugly, wheels spinning 
like mad. Reluctantly we got out into the bitter chill 
of the evening wind, and in the dim sunset light set to 
work to unhitch the trailer and then push it and the 
Land-Rover separately out of the mud. Then, our feet 
and hands frozen, the five of us crouched in the shelter 
of the Land-Rover and watched the sunset, passing from 
hand to hand a bottle of Scotch * which I had been 
keeping for just such an emergency.

On every side of us the scrubland stretched away, 
dark and flat, so that you got the impression of being in 
the centre of a gigantic plate. The sky had become suf­
fused with green as the sun sank, and then, unexpectedly, 
turned into a very pale powder-blue. A tattered mass of 
clouds on the western horizon suddenly turned black, 
edged delicately with flame-red, and resembled a great 
armada of Spanish galleons waging a fierce sea-battle 
across the sky, drifting towards each other, turned into 
black silhouette by the fierce glare from their cannons. 
As the sun sank lower and lower the black of the clouds 
became shot and mottled with grey, and the sky behind 
them became striped with green, blue and pale red. 
Suddenly our fleet of galleons disappeared, and in its 
place was a perfect archipelago of islands strung but. 
across the sky in what appeared to be a placid, sunset­
coloured sea. The illusion was perfect: you could pick 
out the tiny, white-rimmed coves in the rocky, indented 
shoreline; the occasional long, white beach; the danger­
ous shoal of rocks formed by a wisp of cloud at the entrance 
to a safe anchorage; the curiously-shaped mountains 
inland.covered with a tattered pelt of evening-dark for- 
est; 7 e sat there, the whisky warming our bodies, 
watching enraptured the geography of this archipelago 
y®tola. We each of us chose an island which appealed 
0 US, on which we would like to spend a holiday, and
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“gHablo con la patrona?" * inquired Dicky, 
“Si, st, senor," she said, smiling broadly, \que t 

res?" *
Dicky apologized for our late arrival, but la pat 

waved away our apologies. Was it possible, Dicky as 
for us to have some sandwiches and coffee? Why 
inquired la patrona. Further, said Dicky, we wer 
urgent need of a lavatory, and could she be so kin 
to direct us to it. With great good humour she led jc 
a small tiled room, showed us how to pull the j: 
and stood there chatting amiably while Dicky and ' 
lieved the pangs of nature. Then she puffed and uj 
lated her way down to the kitchen * and cut us a huge 
of sandwiches and made a steaming mug of coffee. I 
ing assured herself that there was nothing further 
could do for our comfort, she waddled off to bed. 
x The next morning, having breakfasted, we di 
rapid tour of the town. As far as I could see, apart 1 
the introduction of electricity, it had changed very 1 
since Darwin’s day, and so we left and sped down a 
and across the wide iron bridge that spanned the r 
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form pelt of grey-green scrub composed of plants a] 
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The evening before we were due to reach Deseado this 
lappened on a stretch of road which, unfortunately, 
rad recently been rained upon, so that the surface had 
urned into something resembling high-grade glue. 
Dicky, who had been driving for a long time, suddenly 
wdded off * behind the wheel, and before anyone could 
io anything sensible, both Land-Rover and trailer had 
skidded violently into the churned-up mud at the side 
>f the road, and settled there snugly, wheels spinning 
like mad. Reluctantly we got out into the bitter chill 
jf the evening wind, and in the dim sunset light set to 
work to unhitch the trailer and then push it and the 
Land-Rover separately out of the mud. Then, our feet 
and hands frozen, the five of us crouched in the shelter 
af the Land-Rover and watched the sunset, passing from 
iand to hand a bottle of Scotch * which I had been 
keeping for just such an emergency.

On every side of us the scrubland stretched away, 
lark and flat, so that you got the impression of being in 
the centre of a gigantic plate. The sky had become suf­
fused with green as the sun sank, and then, unexpectedly, 
turned into a very pale powder-blue. A tattered mass of 
douds on the western horizon suddenly turned black, 
idged delicately with flame-red, and resembled a great 
irmada of Spanish galleons waging a fierce sea-battle 
across the sky, drifting towards each other, turned into 
black silhouette by the fierce glare from their cannons. 
'Vs the sun sank lower and lower the black of the clouds 
became shot and mottled with grey, and the sky behind 
hem became striped with green, blue and pale red. 
Suddenly our fleet of galleons disappeared, and in its 
place was a perfect archipelago of islands strung Out. 
across the sky in what appeared to be ä placid, sunset- 
'oloured sea. The illusion was perfect: you could pick 
mt the tiny, white-rimmed coves in the rocky, indented 
■horeline; the occasional long, white beach; the danger- 
ms shoal of rocks formed by a wisp of cloud at the entrance 
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bland., covered with a tattered pelt of evening-dark for- 
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4?.°'d' We each of us chose an island which appealed 
-° us, on which we would like to spend a holiday, and 
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stipulated what the hotel on each of our islands would 
liave to provide in the way of civilised amenities.

“А -very^very big bath, and very deep,” said Marie.]
“No, a nice hot shower and a comfortable chair,”! 

said Sophie. M
“Just a bed,” said Jacquie, “a large feather bed.” * 
“A bar that serves real ice with its drinks,” I said 

dreamily.
Dicky was silent for a moment. Then he glanced down 

at his feet, thickly encrusted with rapidly drying; 
mud.

“I must have a man to clean my feets,” he said] 
firmly. (

“Well, I doubt whether we’ll get any of that at De-j 
seado,” I said gloomily, “but we’d better press on.” d

When we drove into Deseado at ten o’clock the next; 
morning, it became immediately obvious that we could] 
not expect any such luxuries as feather beds, ice in the 
drinks, or even a man to clean our feets. It was the most] 
extraordinarily dead-looking town I had ever been in. ] 
It resembled the set for a rather bad Hollywood cowboy 
film, and gave the impression that its inhabitants (two 
thousand, according to the guide-book) had suddenly’ 
packed jip and left it alone to face the biting winds and! 
scorching sun. The empty, rutted streets between the( 
blank-faced houses were occasionally stirred by the 
wind, which produced half-hearted dusUclevils,*  that] 
swirled up for a moment and then collapsed tiredly to' 
the ground. As we drove slowly into what we imagined! 
to be the centre of the town we saw only a dog, trotting! 
briskly about his affairs, and a child crouched in the] 
middle of the road, absorbed in some mysterious game of 
childhood. Then, swinging the Land-Rover round a cor­
ner, we were startled to see a man on horseback, clop­
ping slowly along the road with the subdued aid of one 
who is the sole survivor of a catastrophe. He. pulled up' 
and greeted us politely, but without interest, when we 
stopped, and directed us to the only two hotels in the 
place. As these turned out to be opposite each other and 
both equally unprepossessing from the outside, we chose 
one by tossing a coin and made our way inside.

In the bar we found the proprietor, who, with the air 
of one who had just suffered a terrible bereavement, 
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reluctantly admitted that he had acdomi^o^tom and 
led us through dim passages to three small, rooms. 
Dicky, his deer-stalker on the back of his head, stood in 
1 he centre, of his room, pulling off his white gloves, 
mrve^liig "the sagging bed and its grey linen with a cat­
like fastidiousness.

“You know-what. Gerry? he said with conviction. 
‘This is the slinfiieWiw^l I ever dream.” *

“I hope you never dream of a stinkier one,” I assured 
iiim.

Presently we all repaired to the bar to have a drink 
md await the arrival of one Captain Giri, whom I had 
in introduction * to, a man who knew all about the pen­
guin colonies of Puerto Deseado. We sat round a small 
iable, sipping our drinks and watching the other inha­
bitants of the bar with interest. For the most part they 
leemed to consist of very old men, with long, sweeping 
moustaches, whose brown faces were seamed and stitched 
by the wind. They sat in small groups, crouched over 
iheir tiny tumblers of cognac or wine with a dead air, 
is though they were hibernating there in this dingy bar, 
daring hopelessly into the bottoms of their glasses, won- 
lering when the wind would die down, and knowing it 
Aould not. Dicky, delicately smoking a cigarette, sur­
veyed the smoke-blackened walls, the of dusty 
bottles, and the floor with its twenty-year-old layer of 
iirt well trodden into its surface.

“What a bar, .eh?” he.said 4o me.
“Not very^^ntar,'^^
“It is so old... it has an air of old,” he said staring 

»bout him. “You know, Gerry, I bet it is so old that even 
he flies have beards.”

Then the door opened suddenly, a blast of cold air 
mshed into the bar, the old men looked up in a flat-eyed, 
Reptilian manner,*  and through the door'”‘^tfö34t'* ‘Cäptain 

a ta^> well-built man with blond hair, 
J handsome,*  rather ascetic face and the most vivid 
ind candid blue eyes I had ever seen. Having introduced 
iimself he sat down at our table and looked around at 
is with such friendliness and good humour in his child- 
ike eyes that the dead atmosphere of the bar dropped 
lway, and we suddenly found ourselves becoming alive 
”’d enthusiastic. We had a drink, and then Captain Giri 
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produced a large.,r611 of «marts and spread them on th< 
table, while we’pÖred over them.

“Penguins,” said the Captain meditatively, running 
his forefinger over the chart. “Now, down here is the besi 
colony... by far the best and biggest, but I think that 
this is too far for you, is it not?”

“Well, it is a bit,” I adjnitted. “We didn’t want to gc 
that far south if we could‘SvokI it. It’s a question of time 
really. I had hoped that there would be a reasonable 
colony within fairly easy reach of Deseado.”

“There is, there is,” said the Captain, shuffling the 
charts like a conjuror and producing another one from 
the pile. “Now, here, you see, at this^pot.’^it’s aboul 
four hours’ drive from Deseado... all along this baj 
here.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said enthusiastically, “just the 
right distance.”

“There is only one thing that worries me,” said the 
Captain, turning troubled blue eyes on to me. “Are there 
enough birds there for what you want... for your photo­
graphy?”

“Well,” I said doubtfully, “I want a fair number. How 
many are there in this colony?”

“At a rough estimate I should say a million,” said Cap­
tain Giri. “Will that be enough?”

Pgapba at him. The man was not joking. He was se­
riously concerned tha^a ^million penguins might prove 
to be too' Meagre1 a 'quantity for my purpose.

“I think I can make out with a million penguins,” * I 
said. “I should be able to find one or two photogenic 
ones among that lot. Tell me, are they all together, or 

><Mered about?”
“Well, there are almut half or three-quarters concen­

trated.here^’’hesaid,'ma^Dihgat the chart. “And the rest 
are /öistöfl/ütea all along the bay here.”

“Well, that seems perfect to me. Now what about 
somewhere to camp?”

“Ah!” said Captain Giri. “That is the difficulty. Now 
just here is the estancia of a friend of mine, Senor Huichi. 
He is not on the estancia at the moment. But if we went 
to see him he might let you stay there. It is, you see, 
about two kilometres from the main colony, so it would 
be a good place for you to stay.” r
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“That would be wonderful,” I said enthusiastically. 
Vhen could we see Senor Huichi?”

The Captain consulted his watch and made a calcula- 
on.

“We can go and see him now, if you would like,” he 
lid.

“Right!" I said, finishing my drink. “Let s go.”
Huichi’s house was on the outskirts of Deseado, and 

uichi himself, when Captain Giri introduced us, was 
man I took an instant liking to. Short, squat, with 
weather-browned face, he had very dark hair, heavy 

lack eyebrows and moustache, and dark brown eyes 
mt were kind and humorous, with crow’s feet * at the 
>rners. In his movements .and his speech he had an air 
'jjquietj unruffled confidence about him that was very 
fassifmng^^He stood silently while Giri explained ..our 
ission, occasionally glancing at me, as if s'uiiimnig me 
p.*  Then he^as^ed a couple of questions, and, finally, 
> my infiinte^relief, he held out his hand to me and 
niled broadly.

“Senor Huichi has agreed that you shall use his estan- 
a,” said Giri, “and he is going to accompany you him- 
df, so as to show you the best places for penguins.”

“That is very kind of Senor Huichi... we are most 
•ateful,” I said. “Could we leave tomorrow afternoon, 
ter I have seen my friend off on the plane?”

“c'Si, si, сото no?” * said, Huichi when this had been 
anslated to him. So we 4rrangeä“to meet him on the 4’* 
orrow, after an early lunch, when we had seen Dicky 
f on the plane that was to take him to Buenos Aires.

So, that evening we sat in the depressing bar of our 
del, sipping our drinks and cohf'eWptating the for- 
rn * fact that the next day Dicky would be leaving us. 
e had been a charming and amusing companion^ wrho 
*d put up with discomfort without doifrplaint, and 
id enlivened our “flagging spirits throughout the trip 
ith jokes, fantastically phrased remarks, and lilting * 
rgentine songs. We were going to miss him, and he was 
[ually depressed at the thought of leaving us just when 
ie trip was starting to get interesting. In a daring fit 
joie de yivre * the hotel proprietor had switched on a 

nail radio, strategically placed on a shelf between two 
>ttles of brandy. This now blared out a'^dföKgm and 
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mournful tango of the more cacophonous * sort. W 
listened to it in silence until the last despairing Hwt 
had died away.

“What is the translation of that jolly little piece? 
I asked Marie.

“It is a man who has discovered that his wife ha 
T. B.,” * she explained. “He has lost his job and hi 
children efft'^far^ing^llis wife is dying. He is very sad 
and he asks the meaning of life.”

The radio launched itself into another wailing ai 
that sounded almost identical with the first. When i
had ended I raised my eyebrows inquiringly at Marie 

“That is a man who has just di^Sorereä that his wif< 
is finfil’ffiul,” she translated moodily. “He has stabbec 
her. Now he is to be hung, and his children will be with 
out mother or father. He is very sad and he asks tin 
meaning of life.”

A third refrain rent the air. I looked at Marie. Sh< 
listened attentively for a moment, then shrugged

“The same,” she said tersely.
We got up in a body * and went to bed.
Early the next morning Marie and I drove Dicky out 

to the airstrip, while Sophie and Jacquie went rounc 
the three shops in Deseado to buy necessary supplies foi 
our trip out to Huichi’s estancia. The airstrip consistec 
of a more or less level strip of ground on the outskirts 

.of the town, dominated Jby a^moth-eatemlooking * han 
-P^'gar, whose loose boards rapfietl' and Й^^еа in the^’ind. 

The only living things were three ponies, 'g’fifztng fonorn 
ly. Twenty minutes after the plane had been due in then 
was still no sign of her,*  and we began to think that Dick; 
would have to stay with us after all. Then along the dustj 
road from the town came bustling a small'Wn! It stopped 
by the hangar, and from inside appeared two very offi 
cial-looking men in long khaki coats. They examined 
the wind-sock * with a fine air of concentration, staje^ag 
into the sky, and consulted each other with *Tro5vnin^  
faces. Then they looked at their watches and paced u[ 
and down.

“They must be mechanics,” said Dicky.
“They certainly look very official,” I admitted.
“Hey! Listen!” said Dicky, as a faipt drone made it­

self heard. “She is arrive.”
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The plane came into view as a minute speck on the 
lorizon that rapidly grew bigger and bigger. The two men 
n khaki coats now came into their own.*  With shrill 
ries they ran out on to the airstrip and proceeded to 
Irive away-the three ponies, who, up till then, had been 
rrazing placidly in the centre of what now turned out 
о be the runway. There was one exciting moment just 
is the plane touched down, when we thought that one of 
he ponies was going to break back, but one of the khaki- 
dad men launched himself forward and grabbed it by 
he mane at the last minute. The plane ЬшпрйУ’'and 
huddered to a halt,*  and the two men lei t'I heir equine 
harges .*  and produced, from the depths of the hangar, 
ufilmsy Talßterön wjieels^which they set against the side 
if the plane. Apparently Dicky was the only passenger 
о be picked up in Deseado.

Dicky^vTung my hand.
“Gerry,” he said, “you will do for me one favour, yes?”
“Of course, Dicky,” I said, “anything at all.”
“See that there is no bloody bastard horses in the way 

vhen we go up, eh?” he said eacrrf^tly, and then 
iff to the plane, the flaps of his deer-stalker flopping to 
ind fro in the wind.

The plane rotfred .off, the ponies shambled back on 
о the runway, and we turned the .blunt ЙЙЙп4 of the 
uand-Rover back towards the town. '

We picked up Huichi at a little after twelve, and he 
ook over the wheel of the Land-Rover. I was heartily 
;lad of this, for we had only travelled a couple of miles 
com Deseado when we branched off the road on to some- 
hing so vague that it could hardly be dignified with 
he term of track. Occasionally this would disappear 
dtogether, and, if left to myself, I would have been 
itterly lost, but Huichi would aim the Land-Rover, at 
’»hat appeared to be an im^n^traBle thiWet’of thorn’ 
tushes, and we would tear through it, the thorns scream- 
ng along the sides of Ше^ейсЙ like sp many banshees,*  
lu there, on the further side, tlie'Tai'nt v^isp of track^-^j 

1'ould start again. At other points the track turned into 
l. iat appeared to be the thren-feet-deep bed of an extinct 
iver, exactly the«me.witffiias the Land-Rover, so we 
tere driving cautiously along with two wheels on one 
an — as it were — and two wheels on the other. Any
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slight miscalculation here and the vehicle could I 
fallen into the trough and become hopelessly stuck.

Gradually, as we got nearer and nearer to the 
the landscape underwent a change. Instead of being 
it became gently undulating, and her# апД there the v 
had rasped away the topsoil and’^et-posed large area 
yellow and rust-red gravel, like sores on the furry 
of the land. These small desert-like areas seemed t( 
favoured by that curious animal, the Patagonian h 
for it was always on these brilliant expanses of gr 
that we found them, sometimes in pairs, sometime 
small groups of three or four. They were strange creatr 
that looked as though they had been put together ra 
carelessly. They had blunt, rather hare-like faces, sn 
neat, rabbit-shaped ears, neat forequarters with sTdi 
forelegs. But the hindquarters were large and muse 
in comparison, with powerful hind-legs. The most 
tractive part of their, anatomy was their eyes, which ’ 
large, dark and lustrous^' with a thick fringe of eyelas 
They would lie on the gravel, sunning themselves 
ing aristocratically down their blunt noses, loo! 
like miniature Trafalgar Square lions.*  They would 
28



„4 approach fairly close, and then suddenly their long 
lashes would droop over their eyes seductively, and with 

azins speed they would bounce into a sitting position.
Thev would turn tlieir heads and gaze at us for one brief mo- 

ent and then they would launch themselves at the heat- 
shimmered horizon in a series of gigantic bounding leaps, 
us if they were on springs, the black and white pattern 
on their behinds showing up like a retreating target.^wcr/or 

Presently, towards evening, the sun sank lower and 
in its slanting rays the landscape took on new colours.
The low growth of thorn scrub became purple, magenta * 
and brown, and the areas of gravel were sjbla'sfieo with 
scarlet/" rust‘d white and yellow. As we scrunched our 
way * across one such multi-coloured area of gravel we 
noticed a black'lilplf in the exact centre of the expanse, 
and driving closer to it we discovered it was a huge tor­
toise, heaving himself oy^r the hot terrain with the grim 
def^minkion of a glacser.'AVe stopped and picked him 
up, and the reptile,horrified by such an unexpected 
meeting,^uriifaHd copiously^ Where he could have found, 
in th^t defecated land, sufficient moisture to produce 
this*4'£vish  defensive display was a mystery.' However, 
we christened him Ethelbert, put him in the back of the 
Land-Rover and drove on.

Presently, in the setting sun, the landscape heaved it­
self up into a series of gentle undulations, and we switch- 
backed * over the last of these and out on to what at 
first looked like the level bed of an ancient lake. It lay 
encircled by a ring of low hills, and was, in fact, a sort 
of miniature dust-bowl created by the wind, which had 
carried the sand from the shore behind the hills and de­
posited it here in a thick, choking layer that had killed 
oif the vegetation. As we roared across this flat are^. , 

a ?aa white dust behind us, wre saw, in'The 
lee of the further hills, a cluster of green trees, the first 
we had seen since leaving Deseado. As we drew nearer 
we could see that this little oasis of trees was surrounded 
>y a neat white fence, and in the centre,x^nef£erea^y*tKe  

bhw a^d^h' wooc^en h°use, gaily painted in bright

Huichi s two peons * came to meet us, two wild-looking 
lviara.cters dressed iJI bombachas * and tattered shirts, 

long black hair and dark, flashing eyes. They helped
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us unload our gear and carry it into the house, and then 
while we unpacked and washed, they went with Huich 
to kill a sheep and prepare an asado * in our honour 
At the bottom of the sfoph on which the house was built 
Huichi had prepared'a special asado ground. An asad 
needs a fierce fire, and with the biting and continuou 
wind that blew in Patagonia you had to be careful unles 
you wanted to see your entire fire suddenly lifted int 
the air and blown away to set firejp the tinder-dry scru 
for miles around. In order to’^guard against this Huicl 
had planted, at the bottom oTTHehill, a great squa; 
of cypress trees. These had been allowed to grow up 1 
a height of some twelve feet, and had then had their to;

/vC<Hopped off, with the result that they had grown ve; 
bushy. They had been planted so*  close^ together in tl 
first place that now their branches entwined, and form; 
an almost impenetrable It'eägi’. Then Huichi had carv 
a narrow passage-way into the centre of this box of c 
press, and had there chopped out a room, some twen 
feet by twelve. This was the asado room, for, protect 
by the thick walls of cypress, you could light a fire wil 
out danger.

By the time we had washed and changed, and 1 
sheep had been killed and stripped, it was dark; we ms 
our way down to the asado room, where one of the pe< 
had already kindled an immense fire. Near it a gr< 
stake had been stuck upright in the ground, on this a wh 
sheep, split open like an oyster, had been spitted. We 
on the ground around the fire and drank red wine wl 
waiting for our meal to cook.

I have been to many asados in the Argentines, 
that first one at Huichi’s estancia will always remain 
my mind as the most perfect. The wonderful smell 
burning brushwood, mingling with the smell of roast 
meat, the pink and orange tongues of flame lighting 
the green cypress walls of the shelter, and the sounc 
the wind battering ferociously against these walls 
then dying to a soft sigh as it became entangled 
sapped of its strength in the mesh of branches, and at 
us the night sky, trembling with stars, lit by a fra 
chip of moon. To gulp a mouthful of soft, warm red w 
and then to lean forward and slice a fragrant chi 
meat from the brown, bubbling carcase in front of 
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dunk it in the fierce sauce of vinegar, garl^11К 
per, and then stuff it, nut-sweet and juV A® 
mouth, seemed one of the most satisfying 
life.Presently, when our attacks on the carca?/,*̂  / 
desultory, Huichi took a gulp of wine, wi(/jr^’jf 
with the back of his hand, and beamed at? J 
red, pulsating embers of the fire, lying life1't'j/n 
set on the ground. ,Ш‘

“^■Manana,” * he said, smiling, “we g 
guinos?”

“Si, si,” I responded sleepily, leaning/ 
sheer greed to detach another strip of crack?’ 
the cooling remains of the sheep, “manana V
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dunk it in the fierce sauce of vinegar, garlic and red pep­
per, and then stuff it, nut-sweet and juicy, into your 
mouth, seemed one of the most satisfying actions of my 
life.

Presently, when our attacks on the carcase became more 
desultory, Huichi took a gulp of wine, wiped his mouth 
with the back of his hand, and beamed at me across the 
red, pulsating embers of the fire, lying like a great sun­
set on the ground.

“gManana,” * he said, smiling, “we go to the pin- 
guinos?”

“Si, si,” I responded sleepily, leaning forward in 
sheer greed to detach another strip of crackling skin from 
the cooling remains of the sheep, “mahana the pinguinos.”



Chapter Two

A SEA OF HEADWAITERS *

It was a brave bird; an 
till reaching the sea, it regi 
larly fought and drove н 
backwards.

CHARLES DARWII
The Voyage of H. M. 8. Beag

Early the next morning, while it was still dark 
I was awakened by Huichi moving around the kitchen 
whistling softly to himself, clattering the coffee-po 
and cups, trying to break in on our slumbers gently 
My immediate reaction was to snuggle down deepe 
under the pile of soft, warm, biscuit-coloured * guanaco : 
skins that covered the enormous double-bed in whicl 
Jacquie and I were ensconced. Then, after a moment’ 
meditation, I decided that if Huichi was up I ought t< 
be up as well; in any case, I knew I should have to ge 
up in order to rout the others out. So, taking a deej 
breath, I threw back the bed-clothes and leapt nimbi]
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t of bed. 1 have rarely regretted an action more: it 
was rather like coming freshly from a boiler-room and 
nlunging into a mountain stream. With chattering teeth 
I nut on all the clothes I could find, and hobbled out into 
the kitchen. Huichi smiled and nodded at me, and then, 
in the most understanding manner, poured two fingers * 
of brandy into a large cup, filled it up with steaming 
coffee and handed it to me. Presently, glowing with 
heat I took off one of my three pullovers and took a ma­
licious delight in making the rest of the party get out of

We set off eventually, full of brandy and coffee, in 
the pale daffodil-yellow dawn light and headed towards 
the place where the penguins were to be found. Knots 
of blank-faced sheep scuttled across the nose of the 
Land-Rover as we drove along, their fleeces wobbling 
as they ran, and at one point we passed a long, shallow 
dew-pond, caught in a cleft between the gentle undula­
tion of hills, and six flamingoes were feeding at its edge, 
pink as cyclamen buds. We drove a quarter of an hour 
or so, and then Huichi swung the Land-Rover off the 
main track and headed across country, up a gentle slope of 
land. As we came to the top of the rise, he turned 
grinned at me.

“Ahora," he said, “ahora los pinguinos.” *
Then we reached the top of the slope and there 

the penguin colony.
Ahead of us the low, brown scrub petered out, «u« 

in its place was a great desert of sun-cracked sand. This 
was separated from the sea beyond by a crescent-shaped 
ridge of white sand-dunes, very steep and some two 
hundred feet high. It was in this desert area, protected 
from the sea wind by the encircling arm of the dunes, 
that the penguins had created their city. As far as the 
эуе could see on every side the ground was pock-marked * 
vith nesting burrows, some a mere half-hearted scrape in 

e sand, some several feet deep. These craters made 
® +nCe °°^ like a small section of the moon’s surface 

гягЫ1 a Powerfuf telescope. In among these craters 
led the biggest collection of penguins I had ever 

' *1 ’ ar a S6a °? Р^тУ * headwaiters, solemnly shuffling 
Jibe ir° «aS suffering from fallen arches * due to 
uietime of carrying overloaded trays. Their numbers
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were prodigious, Stretching to the furthermost horizon 
where they twinkled black and white in the heat haze. 
It was a breath-taking sight. Slowly we drove through 
the scrub until we reached the edge of this gigantic honey­
comb of nest burrows and then we stopped and got out 
of the Land-Rover.

We stood and watched the penguins, and they stood 
and watched us with immense respect and interest. As 
long as we stayed near the vehicle they showed no fear. 
The greater proportion of birds were, of course, adult, 
but each nesting burrow contained one or two youngsters*  
still wearing their baby coats of down, who regarded c 
with big, melting dark eyes, looking rather like plum 
and shy debutantes * clad in outsize * silver-fox fun 
The adults, sleek and neat in their black and white suits 
had red wattles * round the base of their beaks, an 
bright, predatory street-pedlar eyes. As you approache 
them they would back towards their burrows, twistin 
their heads from side to side in a warning display, unti 
sometimes they would be looking at you complete! 
upside down. If you approached too close they woul 
walk backwards into their burrows and gradually disap 
pear, still twisting their heads vigorously. The babies 
on the other hand, would let you get within about fou 
feet of them, and then their nerve * would break am 
they would turn and dive into the burrow, so that thei 
great fluffy behinds and frantically flapping feet wa 
all that could be seen of them.

At first the noise and movement of the vast colon; 
was confusing. As a background to the continuous whis 
pering of the wind was the constant peeting of the young 
sters, and the loud prolonged, donkey-like bray of th 
adults, standing up stiff and straight, flippers spreai 
wide, beaks pointing at the blue sky as they brayd 
joyfully and exultingly. To begin with you did not kno^ 
where to look first, and the constant movement of th 
adults and young seemed to be desultory and withow 
purpose. Then after a few hours of getting used to beim 
amongst such a huge assemblage of birds, a certain pa« 
tern seemed to emerge. The first thing that Ьесанм 
obvious was that most of the movement in the colonj 
was due to adult birds. A great number stood by the nea 
burrows, obviously doing sentry duty with the youna 
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hile among them vast numbers of other birds passed 
™ and fro, some making their way towards the sea, 
others coming from it. The distant sand-dunes were 
freckled with the tiny plodding figures of penguins, 
either climbing the steep slopes or sliding down them, 
This constant trek to and fro to the sea occupied a large 
portion of the penguins’ day, and it was such a tremen­
dous feat that it deserves to be described in detail. By 
carefully watching the colony, day by day, during the 
three weeks we lived among it, we discovered that this 
is what happened:

Early in the morning one of the parent birds (either 
male or female) would set out towards the sea, leaving 
its mate in charge of the nestlings. In order to get to the 
sea the bird had to cover about a mile and a half of the 
most gruelling and difficult terrain imaginable. First 
they had to pick their way through the vast patchwork 
of nesting burrows that made up the colony, and when 
they reached the edge of this — the suburbs, as it were — 
they were faced by the desert area, where the sand was 
caked and split by the sun into something resembling 
a gigantic jig-saw puzzle.*  The sand in this area would, 
quite early in the day, get so hot that it was painful 
to touch, and yet the penguins would plod dutifully 
across it, pausing frequently to rest, as though in a trance. 
This used to take them about half an hour. But, when they 
reached the other side of the desert they were faced with 
another obstacle, the sand-dunes. These towered over the 
diminutive figures of the birds like a snow-white chain 
of Himalayan mountains, two hundred feet high, their 
jteep sides composed of fine, loose shifting sand. We 
found it difficult enough to negotiate * these dunes, so 
t must have been far worse for such an ill-equipped bird 
is a penguin.

When they reached the base of the dunes they gener- 
1 У paused for about ten minutes to have a rest. Some 
us sat there, brooding, while others fell forwards on

> е1Г tu®m*es * and lay there panting. Then, when they 
Гяно” ’ would climb sturdily to their feet and 
t th asccnt- Gathering themselves, they would rush 
limh6 S1°P* ’ obviously hoping to get the worst of the 
onlri °V€f as quickly as possible. But this rapid climb 

peter out about a quarter of the way up; then? 
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progress would slow down, and they would pause to rest 
more often. As the gradient grew steeper and steeper 
they would eventually be forced to flop down on their 
bellies and tackle the slope that way, using their flippers 
to assist them in the climb. Then, with one final, furious 
burst of speed, they would triumphantly reach the top, 
where they would stand up straight, flap their flippers 
in delight, and then flop down on to their tummies for 
a ten-minute rest. They had reached the half-way mark 
and, lying there on the knife-edge top of the dune, they 
would see the sea, half a mile away, gleaming coolly 
and enticingly. But they had still to descend the othei 
side of the dune, cross a quarter of a mile of scrub-land 
and then several hundred yards of shingle beach before 
they reached the sea.

Going down the dune, of course, presented no problen 
to them, and they accomplished this in two ways, botl 
equally amusing to watch. Either they would walk down 
starting very sedately and getting quicker and quicke 
the steeper the slope became, until they were gallopin; 
along in the most undignified way, or else they wouh 
slide down on their tummies, using their wings and fee 
to propel their bodies over the surface of the sand exactl; 
as if they were swimming. With either method the



reached the bottom of the dune in a small avalanche of 
fine sand, and they would get to their feet, shake them­
selves, and set off grimly through the scrub towards 
the beach. But it was the last few hundred yards of beach 
that seemed to make them suffer most. There was the 
sea, blue, glittering, lisping seductively on the shore, 
and to get to it they had to drag their tired bodies over 
the stony beach, where the pebbles scrunched and wobbled 
under their feet, throwing them off balance.*  But at last 
it was over, and they ran the last few feet to the edge 
of the waves in a curious crouching position, then sud­
denly straightened up and plunged into the cool water. 
For ten minutes or so they whirled and ducked in a shi ro­
mer of sun ripples, washing the dust and sand from their 
heads and wings, fluttering their hot, sore feet in the 
water in ecstasy, whirling and bobbing, disappearing 
beneath the water, and popping up again like corks. 
Then, thoroughly refreshed, they would set about the 
stern task of fishing, undaunted by the fact that they 
would have to face that difficult journey once again 
before the food they caught could be delivered to their 
hungry young.

Once they had plodded their way — full of fish — 
back over the hot terrain to the colony, they would havo 
to start on the hectic job of feeding their ravenous young. 
This feat resembled a cross between a boxing- and an 
all-in wrestling-match,*  and was fascinating and amus­
ing to watch. There was one family that lived in a bur­
row close to the spot where we parked the Land-Rover 
each day, and both the parent birds and their young 
got so used to our presence that they allowed us to sit 
and film them at a distance of about twenty feet, so we 
could see every detail of the feeding process very closely. 
Once the parent bird reached the edge of the colony it 
had to run the gauntlet * of several thousand youngsters 
before it reached its own nest-burrow and babies. AH 
these youngsters were convinced that, by launching 
themselves at the adult bird in a sort of tackle, they 
could get it to regurgitate * the food it was carrying. 
So the adult had to avoid the attacks of these fat, furry 
youngsters by dodging to and fro like a skilful centre- 
forward on a football field. Generally the parent would 
end up at its nest-burrow^ still hotly pursued by two or
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three Strange chicks, who were grimly determined to 
make it produce food. When it reached home the adult 
would suddenly lose patience with its pursuers, and, 
rounding on them, would proceed to beat them up in 
no uncertain fashion,*  pecking at them so viciously that 
large quantities of the babies’ fluff would be pecked 
away, and float like thistledown across the colony.

Having routed the strange babies, it would then turn 
its attention to its own chicks, who were by now at­
tacking it in the same way as the others had done, ut­
tering shrill wheezing cries of hunger and impatience. 
It would squat down at the entrance to the burrow and 
stare at its feet pensively, making motions like someone 
trying to stifle an acute attack of hiccups. On seeing 
this the youngsters would work themselves into a frenzy 
of delighted anticipation, uttering their wild, wheezing 
cries, flapping their wings frantically, pressing them­
selves close to the parent bird’s body, and stretching up 
their beaks and clattering them against the adult’s. 
This would go on for perhaps thirty seconds, when the 
parent would suddenly — with an expression of relief — 
regurgitate vigorously, plunging its beak so deeply into 
the gaping mouths of the youngsters that you felt sure 
it would never be able to pull its head out again. The 
babies, satisfied and apparently not stabbed from stem 
to sterp * by the delivery of the first course, woulc 
squat down on their plump behinds and meditate fo 
a while, and their parent would seize the opportunity t< 
have a quick wash and brush up, carefully preening it 
breast-feathers, picking minute * pieces of dirt off its feet 
and running its beak along its wings with a clippei 
like motion. Then it would yawn, bending forward lik 
someone attempting to touch his toes, wings stretche 
out straight behind, beak gaping wide. Then it won' 
sink into the trance-like state that its babies had a 
tained some minutes earlier. All would be quiet for fi' 
minutes or so, and then suddenly the parent wou 
start its strange hiccupping motions again, and pandem 
nium * would break out immediately. The babies wou 
rouse themselves from their digestive reverie * a 
hurl themselves at the adult, each trying its best to j 
its beak into position first. Once more each of them 
turn would be apparently stabbed to the heart by
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parent’s beak, and then once more they would sink hack 
into somnolence.

The parents and young who occupied this nest-burrow 
where we filmed the feeding process were known, for 
convenient reference, as the Joneses. Quite close to the 
Joneses’ establishment was another burrow that con­
tained a single small and very undernourished-looking 
chick whom we called Henrietta Vacanttum.*  Henrietta 
•was the product of an unhappy home-life.*  Her parents 
were, I suspected, either dim-witted or just plain idle,, 
for they took twice as long as any other penguins to pro­
duce food for Henrietta, and then only in such minute 
quantities that she was always hungry. An indication 
of her parents’ habits was the slovenly nest-burrow, 
a mere half-hearted scrape, scarcely deep enough to 
protect Henrietta from any inclement weather, totally 
unlike the deep, carefully dug villa-residence of the 
Jones family. So it was not surprising that Henrietta had 
a big-eyed, half-starved, ill-cared-for look about her 
that made us feel very sorry for her. She was always on 
the look-out for food, and as the Jones parents had to 
pass her front door on their way to their own neat burrow, 
she always made valiant attempts to get them to regur­
gitate before they reached home.

These efforts were generally in vain, and all Hen­
rietta got for her pains was a severe pecking that made 
her fluff come out in great clouds. She would retreat, 
disgruntled, and with anguished eye watch the two 
disgustedly fat Jones babies wolfing down their food. 
But one day, by accident, Henrietta discovered a way 
to pinch the Jones family’s food without any unpleasant 
repercussions. She would wait until the parent Jones 
had started the hiccupping movements as a preliminary 
to regurgitation, and the baby Joneses were frantically 
gyrating round, flapping their wings and wheezing, and 
then, at the crucial moment, she would join the group, 
carefully approaching the parent bird from behind. 
Then, wheezing loudly, and opening her beak wide, she 
would thrust her head either over the adult’s shoulder, 
as it were, or under her wing, but still carefully main­
taining her position behind the parent so that she should 
not be recognised. The parent Jones, being harried by its 
gaping-mouthed broody its mind fully occupied with
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the task of regurgitating a pint of shrimps, did not 
seem to notice the introduction of a third bird into the 
general melee * that was going on around it. And when 
the final moment came it would plunge its head into 
the first gaping beak that was presented, with the slightly 
desperate air of an aeroplane passenger seizing his little 
brown paper bag at the onset of the fiftieth air-pocket.*  
Only when the last spasm had died away, and the parent 
Jones could concentrate on external matters, would it 
realise that it had been feeding a strange offspring, and 
then Henrietta had to be pretty nifty * on her great, 
flat feet to escape the wrath. But even if she did not move 
quickly enough, and received a beating up for her in­
iquity, the smug look on her face seemed to argue that 
it was worth it.

In the days when Darwin had visited this area there 
had still been the remnants of the Patagonian Indian 
tribes left, fighting a losing battle against extermination 
by the settlers and soldiers. These Indians were described 
as being uncouth and uncivilised and generally lacking 
in any quality that would qualify them for * a little Chris­
tian charity'. So they vanished, like so many animal 
species when they come into contact with the beneficial 
influences of civilisation, and no one, apparently, mourned 
their going. In various museums up and down Argen­
tina you can see a few remains of their crafts (spears, 
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arrows, and so on) and inevitably a large and rather 
gloomy picture purporting to depict the more unpleas­
ant side of the Indians’ character, their lechery. In every 
one of these pictures there was shown a group of long­
haired, wild-looking Indians on prancing wild steeds, 
and the leader of the troupe inevitably had clasped across 
his saddle a white woman in a diaphanous garment,*  
whose mammary development * would give any modern 
film star pause for thought. In every museum the picture 
was almost the same, varying only in the number of 
Indians shown, and the chest expansion of their victim. 
Fascinating though these pictures were, the thing that 
puzzled me was that there was never a companion piece * 
to show a group of civilised white men galloping off 
with a voluptuous Indian girl, and yet this had happened 
as frequently (if not more frequently) than the rape of 
white women. It was a curious and interesting sidelight 
on history. But nevertheless these spirited but badly- 
painted portraits of abduction had one interesting feature. 
They were obviously out to give * the worst possible 
impression of the Indians, and yet all they succeeded in 
doing was impressing you with a wild and rather beauti­
ful people, and filling you with a pang of sorrow that 
they were no longer in existence. So, when we got down 
into Patagonia I searched eagerly for relics of these 
Indians, and questioned everyone for stories about 
them. The stories, unfortunately, were much of a much­
ness * and told me little, but when it came to relics, it 
turned out, I could not have gone to a better place than 
the penguin metropolis.

One evening, when we had returned to the estancia 
after a hard day’s filming and were drinking mate * 
round the fire, I asked Senor Huichi — via * Marie —■ 
if there had been many Indian tribes living in those 
parts. I phrased my questions delicately, for I had 
been told that Huichi had Indian blood in him, and I 
was not sure whether this was a thing he was proud of 
or not. He smiled his slow and gentle smile, and said 
that on and around his estancias had been one of the 
largest concentrations of Indians in Patagonia, in fact, 
he went on, the place where the penguins lived still 
yielded evidence of their existence. What sort of evidence, 
1 asked eagerly. Huichi smiled again, and, getting to 
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his feet he disappeared into his darkened bedroom. I heard 
him pull a box out from under his bed, and he returned 
carrying it in his hands and placed it on the table. He 
removed the lid and tipped the contents out on to the 
white tablecloth, and I gasped.

I had seen, as I say, various relics in the museums, 
but nothing to compare with this; for Huichi tumbled 
out on to the table a rainbow-coloured heap of stone 
objects that were breath-taking * in their colouring and 
beauty. There were arrowheads ranging from delicate, 
fragile-looking ones the size of your little fingernail, 
to ones the size of an egg. There were spoons made by 
slicing in half and carefully filing down big sea-shells; 
there were long, curved stone scoops for removing the 
edible molluscs from their shells; there were spearheads 
with razor-sharp edges; there were the balls for the 
boleadoras*  round as billiard-balls, with a shallow trough 
running round their equators, as it were, which took 
the thong from which they hung; these were so incred­
ibly perfect that one could hardly believe that such 

! precision could be achieved without a machine. Then 
there were the purely decorative articles: the shells 
neatly pierced for ear-rings, the necklace made of beau­
tifully matched green, milky stone rather like jade, the 
seal-bone that had been chipped and carved into a knife 
that was obviously more ornamental than useful. The 
pattern on it was simple arrangements of lines, but 
carved with great precision.

I sat poring over these objects delightedly. Some of 
the arrowheads were so small it seemed impossible that 
anyone could create them by crude chipping, but hold 
them up to the light and you could see where the delicate 
wafers of stone had been chipped away. What was more 
incredible still was that each of these arrowheads, how­
ever small, had a minutely serrated edge to give it a bite 
and sharpness. As I was examining the articles I was 
suddenly struck by their colouring. On the beaches near 
the penguins almost all the stones were brown or black; 
to find attractively coloured ones you had to search 
And yet every arrowhead, however small, every spea 
head, in fact every piece of stone that had been used ha 
obviously been picked for its beauty. I arranged all tt 
spear- and arrowheads in rows on the tablecloth, an
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, lay there gleaming like the delicate leaves from some 
f bulous tree. There were red ones with a darker vein 

f red like dried blood; there were green ones covered 
°vith a' fine tracery of white; there were blue-white ones, 
like mother-of-pearl; and yellow and white ones covered 
with a freckling of blurred patterns in blue or black where 
the earth’s juices had stained the stone. Each piece was 
a work of art, beautifully shaped, carefully and mi­
nutely chipped, edged and polished, constructed out of 
the most beautiful piece of stone the maker could find. 
You could see they had been made with love. And these, 
I reminded myself, were made by the barbarous, uncouth, 
savage and utterly uncivilised Indians for whose pass­
ing * no one appeared to be sorry.

Huichi seemed delighted that I should display such 
obvious interest and admiration for his relics, and ho 
went back into the bedroom and unearthed another box. 
This one contained an extraordinary weapon carved from 
stone: it was like a small dumb-bell. The central shaft 
which connected the two great, misshapen balls of stone 
fitted easily into the palm of your hand, so that then 
you had a great ball of stone above and below your fist. 
As the whole thing weighed about three pounds it was 
a fearsome weapon, capable of splitting a man’s skull 
like a puffball. The next item in the box — which Huichi 
reverently unwrapped from a sheet of tissue paper — 
looked as though, in fact, it had been treated with this 
stone club. It was an Indian skull, white as ivory, with 
a great splinter-edged gaping hole across the top of the 
cranium.

Huichi explained that over the years, whenever his 
work had taken him to the corner of the estancia where 
the penguins lived, he had searched for Indian relics.

e S£|id that the Indians had apparently used that area 
very extensively, for what particular purpose no one 
eaSf^r/te SUre’ ^еогУ was that they had used the 
great flat area where the penguins now nested as a sort 
£Ьоа1^Па’ where the young men of the tribe practised 
art of "'^bow and arrow, spear-throwing, and the 
On th entangling their quarry’s legs with the boleadoras. 
to bo r other side of the great sand-dunes, he said, were 
these °u .huge piles of empty sea-shells. I had noticed 

great, white heaps of shells, some covering an
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his feet he disappeared into his darkened bedroom. I heard 
him pull a box out from under his bed, and he returned 
carrying it in his hands and placed it on the table. He 
removed the lid and tipped the contents out on to the 
white tablecloth, and I gasped.

I had seen, as I say, various relics in the museums, 
but nothing to compare with this; for Huichi tumbled 
out on to the table a rainbow-coloured heap of stone 
objects that were breath-taking * in their colouring and 
beauty. There were arrowheads ranging from delicate, 
fragile-looking ones the size of your little fingernail, 
to ones the size of an egg. There were spoons made by 
slicing in half and carefully filing down big sea-shells; 
there were long, curved stone scoops for removing the 
edible molluscs from their shells; there were spearheads 
with razor-sharp edges; there were the balls for the 
boleadoras*  round as billiard-balls, with a shallow trough 
running round their equators, as it were, which took 
the thong from which they hung; these were so incred­
ibly perfect that one could hardly believe that such 
precision could be achieved without a machine. Thei 
there were the purely decorative articles: the shells 
neatly pierced for ear-rings, the necklace made of beau 
tifully matched green, milky stone rather like jade, th( 
seal-bone that had been chipped and carved into a knifi 
that was obviously more ornamental than useful. Ths 
pattern on it was simple arrangements of lines, bu1 
carved with great precision.

I sat poring over these objects delightedly. Some o! 
the arrowheads were so small it seemed impossible thai 
anyone could create them by crude chipping, but hob 
them up to the light and you could see where the delicate 
wafers of stone had been chipped away. What was more 
incredible still was that each of these arrowheads, how­
ever small, had a minutely serrated edge to give it a bite 
and sharpness. As I was examining the articles I was 
suddenly struck by their colouring. On the beaches neai 
the penguins almost all the stones were brown or black; 
to find attractively coloured ones you had to search. 
And yet every arrowhead, however small, every spear­
head, in fact every piece of stone that had been used had 
obviously been picked for its beauty. I arranged all th*  
spear- and arrowheads in rows on the tablecloth, and
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they lay there like the delicate leaves from some
fabulous tree. There were red ones with a darker vein 
of red, like dried blood; there were green ones covered 
with a fine tracery of white; there were blue-white ones, 
like mother-of-pearl; and yellow and white ones covered 
with a freckling of blurred patterns in blue or black where 
the earth’s juices had stained the stone. Each piece was 
a work of art, beautifully shaped, carefully and mi­
nutely chipped, edged and polished, constructed out of 
the most beautiful piece of stone the maker could find. 
You could see they had been made with love. And these, 
I reminded myself, were made by the barbarous, uncouth, 
savage and utterly uncivilised Indians for whose pass­
ing * no one appeared to be sorry.

Huichi seemed delighted that I should display such 
obvious interest and admiration for his relics, and he 
went back into the bedroom and unearthed another box. 
This one contained an extraordinary weapon carved from 
stone: it was like a small dumb-bell. The central shaft 
which connected the two great, misshapen balls of stone 
fitted easily into the palm of your hand, so that then 
you had a great ball of stone above and below your fist. 
As the whole thing weighed about three pounds it was 
a fearsome weapon, capable of splitting a man’s skull 
like a puffball. The next item in the box — which Huichi 
reverently unwrapped from a sheet of tissue paper — 
looked as though, in fact, it had been treated with this 
stone club. It was an Indian skull, white as ivory, with 
a great splinter-edged gaping hole across the top of the 
cranium.

Huichi explained that over the years, whenever his 
work had taken him to the corner of the estancia where 

e penguins lived, he had searched for Indian relics. 
e said that the Indians had apparently used that area 

^ery extensively, for what particular purpose no one 
as Г*  sure‘ theory was that they had used the 
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his feet he disappeared into his darkened bedroom. I heart 
him pull a box out from under his bed, and he return e< 
carrying it in his hands and placed it on the table. Hi 
removed the lid and tipped the contents out on to th 
white tablecloth, and I gasped.

I had seen, as I say, various relics in the museums 
but nothing to compare with this; for Huichi tumble 
out on to the table a rainbow-coloured heap of ston 
objects that were breath-taking * in their colouring an 
beauty. There were arrowheads ranging from delicat« 
fragile-looking ones the size of your little fingernai 
to ones the size of an egg. There were spoons made b 
slicing in half and carefully filing down big sea-shell; 
there were long, curved stone scoops for removing tl 
edible molluscs from their shells; there were spearheat 
with razor-sharp edges; there were the balls for tl 
boleadoras*  round as billiard-balls, with a shallow trouj 
running round their equators, as it were, which tot 
the thong from which they hung; these were so incre 
ibly perfect that one could hardly believe that sw 

1 precision could be achieved without a machine. Th 
there were the purely decorative articles: the she' 
neatly pierced for ear-rings, the necklace made of bea 
tifully matched green, milky stone rather like jade, t 
seal-bone that had been chipped and carved into a kn 
that was obviously more ornamental than useful. T 
pattern on it was simple arrangements of lines, t 
carved with great precision.

I sat poring over these objects delightedly. Some 
the arrowheads were so small it seemed impossible tl 
anyone could create them by crude chipping, but h< 
them up to the light and you could see where the delic; 
wafers of stone had been chipped away. What was mi 
incredible still was that each of these arrowheads, he 
ever small, had a minutely serrated edge to give it a b 
and sharpness. As I was examining the articles I i 
suddenly struck by their colouring. On the beaches n 
the penguins almost all the stones were brown or bla 
to find attractively coloured ones you had to sear 
And yet every arrowhead, however small, every sp( 
head, in fact every piece of stone that had been used ! 
obviously been picked for its beauty. I arranged all 
spear- and arrowheads in rows on the tablecloth,
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, lay there gleaming like the delicate leaves from some 
f bulous tree. There were red ones with a darker vein 

f red like dried blood; there were green ones covered 
° th a' fine tracery of white; there were blue-white ones, 
hke mother-of-pearl; and yellow and white ones covered 
with a freckling of blurred patterns in blue or black where 
the earth’s juices had stained the stone. Each piece was 
a work of art, beautifully shaped, carefully and mi­
nutely chipped, edged and polished, constructed out of 
the most beautiful piece of stone the maker could find. 
You could see they had been made with love. And these, 
I reminded myself, were made by the barbarous, uncouth, 
savage and utterly uncivilised Indians for whose pass­
ing * no one appeared to be sorry.

Huichi seemed delighted that I should display such 
obvious interest and admiration for his relics, and he 
went back into the bedroom and unearthed another box. 
This one contained an extraordinary weapon carved from 
stone: it was like a small dumb-bell. The central shaft 
which connected the two great, misshapen balls of stone 
fitted easily into the palm of your hand, so that then 
you had a great ball of stone above and below your fist. 
As the whole thing weighed about three pounds it was 
a fearsome weapon, capable of splitting a man’s skull 
like a puffball. The next item in the box — which Huichi 
reverently unwrapped from a sheet of tissue paper — 
looked as though, in fact, it had been treated with this 
stone club. It was an Indian skull, white as ivory, with 
a great splinter-edged gaping hole across the top of the 
cranium.

Huichi explained that over the years, whenever his 
work had taken him to the corner of the estancia where 
the penguins lived, he had searched for Indian relics.

e said that the Indians had apparently used that area 
very extensively, for what particular purpose no one 
paS w/te SUre’ ЛеогУ was ^lat 111еУ ^ad used the 
great Hat area where the penguins now nested as a sort 

■siloafCna’ where the young men of the tribe practised 
„ t ° flng with bow and arrow, spear-throwing, and the 
On th entan£ii“g their quarry’s legs with the boleadoras. 
to ho r ° S^e °*  the great sand-dunes, he said, were 
these 2Ur'h huge piles of empty sea-shells. I had noticed 
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area of a quarter of an acre and about three feet thick, 
but I had been so engrossed in my filming of the penguins 
that I had only given them a passing thought. Huichi’s 
theory was that this had been a sort of holiday resort, 
as it were, the Margate * of the Indians. They had come 
down there to feed on the succulent and plentiful shell­
fish, to find stones on the shingle beach from which to 
make their weapons, and a nice flat area on which to 
practise with these weapons. What other reason would 
there be for finding these great piles of empty shells, 
and, scattered over the sand-dunes and shingle patches, 
such a host of arrow- and spearheads, broken necklaces, 
and the occasional crushed skull? I must say Huichi’s 
idea seemed to me to be a sensible one, though I suppose 
a professional archaeologist would have found some 
method of disproving it. I was horrified at the thought 
of the number of delicate and lovely arrowheads that 
must have been splintered and crushed beneath the 
Land-Rover wheels as we had gaily driven to and fro 
over the penguin town. I resolved that the next day, 
when we had finished filming, we would search for 
arrowheads.

As it happened, the next day we had only about two 
hours’ decent sunshine suitable for filming, and so the 
rest of the time we spent crawling over the sand-dunes 
in curious prenatal postures, searching for arrowheads 
and other Indian left-overs.*  I very soon discovered that 
it was not nearly as easy as it seemed. Huichi, aftei 
years of practice, could spot things with uncanny accu­
racy from a great distance.

“Esto, una,” * he would say, smiling, pointing witl 
the toe of his shoe at a huge pile of shingle. I would glart 
at the area indicated, but could see nothing but un 
worked bits of rock. >

“Esto,” he would say again, and bending down picl 
up a beautiful leaf-shaped arrowhead that had beei 
within five inches of my hand. Once it had been pointe*  
out, of course, it became so obvious that you wonder» 
how you had missed it. Gradually, during the cours 
of the day, we improved, and our pile of finds starte 
mounting, but Huichi still took a mischievous deligh 
in wandering erect behind me as I crawled laboriousl 
across the dunes, and, as soon as I thought I had sifte 
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an area thoroughly, he would stoop down and find three 
arrowheads which I had somehow missed. This happened 
with such monotonous regularity that I began to wonder, 
under the influence of an aching back, and eyes full of 
sand, whether he was not palming the arrowheads, like 
a conjuror, and pretending to find them just to pull my 
leg.*  But then my unkind doubts were dispelled, for he 
suddenly leant forward and pointed at an area of shingle 
I was working over.

“Esto” he said, and, leaning down, pointed out to me 
a minute area of yellow stone protruding from under 
a pile of shingle. I gazed at it unbelievingly. Then I 
took it gently between my fingers and eased from under 
the shingle a superb yellow arrowhead with a meticu­
lously serrated edge. There had been approximately 
a quarter of an inch of the side of the arrowhead showing, 
and yet Huichi had spotted it.

However, it was not long before I got my own back 
on him.*  I was making my way over a sand-dune towards 
the next patch of shingle, when my toe scuffed up some­
thing that gleamed white. I bent down and picked it 
up, and to my astonishment found I was holding a beau­
tiful harpoonhead about six inches long, magnificently 
carved out of fur seal bone. I called to Huichi, and when 
he saw what I had found his eyes widened. He took it 
from me gently and wiped the sand off it, and then 
turned it over and over in his hands, smiling with delight. 
He explained that a harpoonhead like this was one of 
the rarest things you could find. He had only ever found 
one, and that had been so crushed that it had not been 
worth saving. Ever since he had been looking, without 
success, for a perfect one to add to his collection.

Presently it was getting towards evening, and we were 
all scattered about the sand-dunes hunched and absorbed 
in our task. I rounded a spur of sand and found myself 
in a tiny valley between the high dunes, a valley deco­
rated with two or three wizened and carunculated trees. 
I paused to light a cigarette and ease my aching back, 
■lhe sky was turning pink and green as it got towards 
sunset time, and apart from the faint whisper of the 
sea and the wind it was silent and peaceful. I walked 
5 °wly up the little valley, and suddenly I noticed 
ä slight movement ahead of me. A small, very hairy
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armadillo * was scuttling along the top of the dunes 
like a clockwork toy, intent on his evening search for 
food. I watched him until he disappeared over the dunes 
and then walked on. Under one of the bushes I was sur­
prised to see a pair of penguins, for they did not usually 
choose this fine sand to dig their nest-burrows in. But 
this pair had chosen this valley for some reason of their 
own, and had scraped and scrabbled a rough hole in 
which squatted a single fur-coated chick. The parents 
castanetted their beaks * at me and twisted their heads 
upside down, very indignant that I should disturb their 
solitude. I watched them for a moment, and then I no­
ticed something half hidden in the pile of sand which they 
had dug out to form their nest. It was something smooth 
and white. I went forward and, despite the near hys­
terics of the penguins, I scraped away the sand. There 
lying in front of me was a perfect Indian skull, which 
the birds must have unearthed.

I sat down with the skull on my knee and smoked 
another cigarette while I contemplated it. I wondered 
what sort of a man this vanished Indian had been. 
I could imagine him, squatting on the shore, carefully 
and cleverly chipping minute flakes off a piece of stone 
to make one of the lovely arrowheads that now squeaked 
and chuckled in my pocket. I could imagine him, with 
his fine brown face and dark eyes, his hair hanging to 
his shoulders, his rich brown guanaco skin cloak pulled 
tight about him as he sat very straight on a wild, unshod 
horse. I gazed into the empty eye-sockets of the skull 
and wished fervently that I could have met the man who 
had produced anything as beautiful as those arrowheads. 
I wondered if I ought to take the skull back to England 
with me and give it a place of honour in my study, sur­
rounded by his artistic products. But then I looked around, 
and decided against it. The sky was now a vivid dying 
blue, with pink and green thumb-smudges of cloud.*  
The wind made the sand trickle down in tiny rivulets 
that hissed gently. The strange, witch-like bushes 
creaked pleasantly and musically. I felt that the Indian 
would not mind sharing his last resting place with the 
creatures of what had once been his country, the pen­
guins and the armadillos. So I dug a hole in the sand and 
placing the skull in it I gently covered it over. When 
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I stood up in the rapidly gathering gloom the whole 
area seemed steeped in sadness, and the presence of the 
vanished Indians seemed very close. I could almost 
believe that, if I looked over my shoulder quickly, 
I would see one on horseback, silhouetted against the 
coloured sky. I shrugged this feeling off * as fanciful, 
and walked back towards the Land-Rover.

As we rattled and bumped our way back in the dusk 
towards the estancia, Huichi, talking to Marie, said very 
quietly:

“You know, senorita, that place always seems to be 
sad. I feel the Indians there very much. They are all 
around you, their ghosts, and one feels sorry for them 
because they do not seem to be happy ghosts."

This had been my feeling exactly.
Before we left the next day I gave Huichi the harpoon­

head I had found. It broke my heart to part with it, but 
he had done so much for us that it seemed very small 
return for his kindness. He was delighted, and I know 
that it is now reverently wrapped in tissue-paper in the 
box beneath his bed, not too far from where it ought to be, 
buried on the great shining dunes, feeling only the shift­
ing sand as the penguins thump solidly overhead.



Chapter Three

THE GOLDEN SWARM

They appeared, to be of a 
loving disposition, and lay 
huddled together, fast asleep, 
like so many pigs,

CHARLES DARWIN:
The Voyage of H. M. S. Beagls

The penguin colony near Huichi’s estancia had been 
our southernmost goal. Now, leaving Deseado behind 
us we drove northward across the flat purple scrub-land 
towards Peninsula Valdes, where, I had been assured, 
I would find large colonies of fur seals, and the only 
remaining colony of elephant seals in Argentina.

Peninsula Valdes lies on the coast of the province 
of Chubut. It is a mass of land rather like an axe-head, 
some eighty miles long by thirty broad. The peninsula 
is almost an island, being connected to the mainland 
by such a narrow neck of land that, as you drive along 
it, you can see the sea on both sides of the road. Ente™"" 
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the peninsula was like coming into a new land. For days 
we had driven through the monotonous and monochrome 
Patagonian landscape, flat as a billiard-table and ap­
parently devoid of life. Now we reached the fine neck of 
land on the other side of which was the peninsula, and 
suddenly the landscape changed. Instead of the small, 
spiky bushes stretching purply to the horizon, we drove 
into a buttercup-yellow landscape, for the bushes were 
larger, greener and each decked with a mass of tiny 
blooms. The countryside was no longer flat but gently 
undulating, stretching away to the horizon like a yellow 
sea, shimmering in the sun.

Not only had the landscape changed in colouring and 
mood but had suddenly become alive. We were driv­
ing down the red earth road, liberally sprinkled with 
back-breaking potholes,*  when suddenly I caught a 
flash of movement in the undergrowth at the side of the 
road. Tearing my eyes away from the potholes I glanced 
to the right, and immediately trod on the brakes so 
fiercely that there were frenzied protests from all the 
female members of the party. But I simply pointed, 
and they became silent.

To one side of the road, standing knee-deep in the 
yellow bushes, stood a herd of six guanacos, watching 
us with an air of intelligent interest. Now guanacos are 
wild relatives of the llama, and I had been expecting 
to see something that was the same rather stocky shape 
as the llama, with a dirty brown coat. At least, I remem­
bered that the one I had seen in a Zoo many years before 
looked like that. But either my memory had played 
me false * or else it had been a singularly depressed 
specimen I had seen. It had certainly left me totally 
unprepared for the magnificent sight these wild guanacos 
made.

What I took to be the male of the herd * was standing 
a little in front of the others and about thirty feet away 
from us. He had long, slender racehorse legs, a stream­
lined body, and a long slender graceful neck reminiscent 
of a giraffe’s. His face was much longer and more slender 
than a llma’s, but wearing the same supercilious expres­
sion. His eyes were dark and enormous. His small neat 
ears twitched to and fro as he put up his chin and exam­
ined us as if through a pair of imaginary lorgnettes.*  
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Behind him, in a tight and timid bunch, stood his three 
wives and two babies, each about the size of a terrier,^ 
and they had such a look of wide-eyed innocence that it 
evoked strange anthropomorphic * gurgles and gasps 
from the feminine members of the expedition. Instead 
of the dingy brown I had expected these animals almost 
glowed. The neck and legs were a bright yellowish col­
our, the colour of sunshine on sand, while their bodies 
were covered with a thick fleece of the richest biscuit 
brown.*  Thinking that we might not get such a chance 
again I determined to get out of the Land-Rover and 
film them. Grabbing the camera I opened the door very 
slowly and gently. The male guanaco put both ears 
forward and examined my manoeuvre with manifest 
suspicion. Slowly I closed the door of the Land-Rover 
and then started to lift the camera. But this was enough. 
They did not mind my getting out ot the vehicle, but 
when I started to lift a black object — looking suspi­
ciously like a gun — to my shoulder this was more than 
they could stand. The male uttered a snort, wheeled 
about, and galloped off, herding his females and babies 
in front of him. The babies were inclined to think this 
was rather a lark,*  and started gambolling in circles, 
until their father called them to order with a few well-
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directed kicks. When they got some little distance away 
they slowed down from their first wild gallop into a se­
date, stiff-legged canter. They looked, with their russet 
and yellow coats, like some strange ginger-bread ani­
mals, mounted on rockers,*  tipping and tilting their 
way through the golden scrub.

As we drove on across the peninsula we saw many 
more groups of guanacos, generally in bunches of three 
or four, but once we saw a group of them standing on 
a hill, outlined against a blue sky, and I counted eight 
individuals in the herd. I noticed that the herds were 
commoner towards the centre of the peninsula, and 
became considerably less common as you drove towards 
the coast. But wherever you saw them they were cautious 
and nervous beasts, ready to canter off at the faintest 
hint of anything unusual, for they are persecuted by the 
local sheep-farmers, and have learnt from bitter expe­
rience that discretion is the better part of valour.*

By the late afternoon we were nearing Punta del 
Norte on the east coast of the peninsula, and the road 
had faded away into a pair of faint wheel-tracks that 
wended their way through the scrub in a looping and 
vague manner that made me doubt whether they actually 
led anywhere. But, just when I was beginning to think 
that we had taken the wrong track, I saw up ahead 
a small white estancia, its shutters tightly fastened, and 
to the left of it a large Dutch barn or galpon. Knowing 
that a galpon was generally the centre of any activity 
on an estancia, I drove up to it and stopped. Three large, 
fat dogs immediately appeared, barked at us vigorously, 
and then, obviously thinking that their duty was done, 
set about the fascinating task of irrigating the Land- 
Rover wheels. Three peons came out from inside the 
barn, brown, lean, rather wild-looking men with wide, 
eager smiles. They were obviously delighted to see us, 
for strangers there were a rarity. They insisted that we 
go into the barn, brought chairs for us to sit on, and 
within half an hour they had killed a sheep and an asado 
was being prepared, while we sat and drank wine and 
told them why we had come.

They were fascinated by the thought that I should 
have come all the way from England just to catch and 
film bichos,*  and doubtless thought I was more than a 
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little mad, though they were far too well-mannered to 
say so. On the subject of elephant seals and fur seals 
they were very informative and helpful. The elephant 
seals, they explained, had now had their babies and 
reared them. This meant that they were no longer to be 
found in one spot on the beach near the fur seals, which 
acted, as it were, as their maternity ward.*  Now they 
drifted up and down the coast as the mood took them, 
and were difficult to find, though there were two or 
three places which they were particularly fond of where 
they might be located. These favourite haunts were 
called charmingly enough, the elefanterias*  The peons 
marked on the map the areas in which the elefanterias 
were to be found, and then they showed me where the 
biggest concentration of fur seals lived. These, they 
said, would be easy, for they still had young, and were 
therefore packed on the beach and easily accessible. 
Moreover, the peons went on, there was a good camping 
area just near the fur seal colony, a flat grassy space, 
sheltered from the wind on all sides by a gentle rise in the 
ground. Cheered by this news we drank more wine, ate 
large quantities of roast sheep, and then clambered into 
the Land-Rover again and set off to look for the camp 
site.

We found it without too much difficulty, and it was 
as good as the peons had promised, a small, level plain 
covered with coarse grass and occasional clumps of 
small, twisted dead bushes. On three sides it was pro­
tected by a curving rim of low hills, covered in yellow 
bushes, and on the third side a high wall of shingle lay 
between it and the sea. This offered us some cover, but 
even so there was a strong and persistent wind blowing 
from the sea, and now that it was evening it became 
very cold. It was decided that the three female members 
of the party would sleep inside the Land-Rover, while 
I slept under it. Then we dug a hole, collected dry brush­
wood and built a fire to make tea. One had to be very 
careful about the fire, for we were surrounded by acres 
and acres of tinder-dry undergrowth, and the strong wind 
would, if you were not careful, lift your whole fire up into 
the air and dump it down among the bushes. I dreaded 
to think what the ensuing conflagration would be 
like.
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The sun set in a nest of pink, scarlet and black clouds, 
and there was a brief green twilight. Then it darkened, 
and a huge yellow moon appeared and gazed down at 
us as we crouched around the fire, huddled in all the 
clothes we could put on, for the wind was now bitter. 
Presently the Land-Rover party crept inside the vehicle, 
with much grunting and argument as to whose feet should 
go where, and I collected my three blankets, put earth 
on the fire, and then fashioned myself a bed under the 
back axle of the Land-Rover. In spite of the fact that 
I was wearing three pullovers, two pairs of trousers, 
a duffel-coat and a woolly hat, and had three blankets 
wrapped round me, I was still cold, and as I shivered 
my way into a half-sleep,*  I made a mental note that on 
the morrow I would reorganise our sleeping arrangements.

I awoke in that dimly-lit silence just before dawn, 
when even the sound of the sea seems to have hushed. 
The wind had switched direction in the night, and the 
wheels of the Land-Rover now offered no protection at 
all. The hills around were black against the blue-green 
of the dawn sky, and there was no sound except the hiss 
of the wind and the faint snore of the surf. I lay there, 
shuddering, in my cocoon of clothes and blankets, and 
debated whether or not I should get up and light the 
fire and make some tea. Cold though I was under my 
clothes, it was still a few degrees warmer than wandering 
about collecting brushwood, and so I decided to stay 
where I was. I was just trying to insinuate my hand into 
my duffel-coat pocket for my cigarettes, without letting 
a howling wind into my cocoon of semi-warmth, * when 
I realised that we had a visitor.

Suddenly a guanaco stood before me, as if conjured, 
out of nothing. He stood some twenty feet away, quite 
still, surveyed me with a look of surprise and displeas­
ure, his neat ears twitching back and forth. He turned 
his head, sniffing the breeze, and I could see his profile 
against the sky. He wore the supercilious expression of 
his race, the faint aristocratic sneer, as if he knew that 
I had slept in my clothes for the past three nights. He 
lifted one forefoot daintily, and peered down at me 
closely. Whether, at that moment, the breeze carried 
my scent, to him I don’t know, but he suddenly stiffened 
»nd, after a pause for meditation, he belched.
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It was not an accidental gurk, the minute breach 
of good manners that we are all liable to at times. This 
was a premeditated, rich and prolonged belch, with all 
the fervour of the Orient in it. He paused for a moment, 
glaring at me, to make sure that his comment on my 
worth had made me feel properly humble, and then ho 
turned and disappeared as suddenly as he had come, 
and I could hear the faint whisper of his legs brushing 
through the little bushes. I waited for a time to see if 
he would come back, but he had obviously gone about 
his business, so I lit my cigarette and lay shivering and 
smoking until the sun came up.

Once we had breakfasted and everyone was more or 
less conscious, we unhitched the trailer, removed all 
our equipment from inside the Land-Rover and piled 
it on the ground under tarpaulins, checked the camera 
equipment, made sandwiches and coffee, and then set 
off to look for the fur seals. The peons had told us that 
if we drove half a mile or so down the track and then 
branched off, across country, towards the sea, we should 
easily find the colony. What they had not told us, of 
course, was that driving across country was a nerve- 
and spine-shattering experience,*  for the ground was 
corrugated and pitted in the most extraordinary way, 
and most of these death-traps were concealed by the 
bushes, so you would crash into them before you knew 
they were there, while the bushes screeched along the 
sides of the Land-Rover in what sounded like an ecstasy 
of shrill, maniacal laughter. At last I decided that, 
unless we wanted a broken spring or puncture, we had 
better continue the hunt on foot, so, finding a more or 
less level piece of country I parked the Land-Rover and 
we got out. At once I became aware of a strange sound, 
like the frenzied roar of a football crowd heard distantly. 
We walked through waist-high golden scrub until we 
came out on the edge of a small cliff, and there on the 
shingle beach below us, at the edge of the creaming 
waves,*  lay the fur seal colony.

As we reached this vantage point the noise of the 
animals smote us, roar, bleat, gurgle and cough, a con­
stant undulation of sound, like the boiling of an enor­
mous cauldron of porridge. The colony, consisting of 
about seven hundred animals^ lay strung put along the 
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beach in a line some ten or twelve deep, and so tightly 
packed together that, as they shifted and moved in the 
sun, they gleamed gold, like a restless swarm of bees. 
Forgetting all about filming I just Squatted on the edge 
of the cliff, staring down at this wonderful collection of 
animals, completely entranced.

At first we found — as we had done with the penguin 
colony — that there was so much going on, so much con­
fusion and noise, that you were bewildered, and your 
eyes were moving constantly up and down this immense 
moving plate * of animals in an effort to catch and 
translate every moment, until you began to feel dizzy. 
But, after the first hour, when the shock of seeing such 
a magnificent mass of animals at close range had worn 
off somewhat, you found you could concentrate.

It was the adult bulls that first caught and held 
your attention, 'for they were so massive. They were 
quite the most proud and extraordinary-looking animals 
Г have ever seen. They sat with their faces pointed sky­
wards, their shaggy necks bent back so that the fat was 
scalloped into folds,*  their snub-noses and fat beery faces * 
peering up into the sky with all the pompous arrogance 
of the Tenniel illustration of Humpty Dumpty.*  They 
had physiques like boxers, the tremendous muscular 
shoulders tapering down to slender hindquarters, and 
ending, incongruously, in a pair of limbs that were quite 
ridiculous. The feet had long slender fingers, carefully 
webbed, so the impression was that the seal was wearing, 
for some reason best known to himself, a pair of very 
elegant frogmen’s * flippers. Sometimes you would see 
one old bull stretched out asleep on the sand, blubbering 
and snoring to himself, while, at the end of his body he 
would be waving his large flippers to and fro, pointing 
the slender fingers with all the grace and delicacy of a 
Balinese dancer.*  When they walked these huge frog­
like feet stuck out on either side, and, as the motion of 
•the animal’s body was very like a rumba,*  the effect 
was extremely funny. Their colouring ranged from choc­
olate to a rich biscuit brown, fading to russet * on the 
shaggy fur round their shoulders and necks. This made 
a nice contrast to the wives who were very much smaller 
and decked out in silver or golden coats. Whereas their 
husbands were enormous blundering tanks of animals,
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the wives were slim, sinuous and sexy, with their neat 
pointed faces and big melting eyes. They were the per­
sonification of femininity, graceful to a degree, beauti­
ful, coquettish and at the same time loving. They were 
heavenly creatures, and I decided that should I ever 
have the chance of being an animal in this world I would 
choose to be a fur seal so that I might enjoy having such 
a wonderful wife.

Although they had some six miles Of beach to use, 
the colony chose to lie in a tight conglomeration, covering 
an area about a quarter of a mile in length. It seemed 
to me that if they had spaced themselves out a bit more 
they would have halved the troubles of the colony, for, 
packed tightly like this, each bull was a constant state 
of nerves * over his little group of wives, and through­
out the colony there were fights breaking out all the 
time. A lot of the blame for these, I am afraid, was due 
to the females who — as soon as they thought their 
husband was not watching — would undulate gracefully 
across the sand towards the next group, and sit there 
watching the bull with languishing eyes. It would take 
a very staunch Presbyterian * fur seal to resist the appeal 
of those pleading melting eyes. But before any infidel­
ity could take place the husband would suddenly make 
a rapid count and discover that he was a wife short.*  
As soon as he spotted her, he would surge after her, his 
enormous bulk scattering the shingle like spray, and 
from his mouth, with its great white fangs, would issue 
a prolonged, lion-like belching roar. Reaching her he 
would catch her by the scruff of the neck and shake her 
savagely from side to side. Then, with a jerk of his head, 
he would send her spinning across the sand towards his 
harem.

By this time the other bull would have worked him­
self into a state of nerves. He w’ould feel that the husbanc 
was too close to his wives for safety, and so he wouk 
lunge forward with open mouth, uttering fearsoim 
gurgling cries, and the two would join in battle. Mos 
of these fights were merely mock combats, and afte 
a good deal of mouth-opening, roaring and lunging 
honour would be satisfied. But occasionally both bull 
would lose their tempers, and then it was incredibl 
and frightening to watch how two such ponderous an 
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dropsical-looking * creatures could turn into such swift 
deft and deadly fighters. The shingle would be churned 
up as the two colossal creatures snapped and barged at 
each other’s fat necks, and the blood spurted out over 
the fascinated audience of wives and babies. One of the 
favourite gambits during these fights was to undulate 
across the shingle towards your opponent, waving your 
head from side to side, like a boxer feinting.*  Then, 
when you got near enough you would lunge forward and, 
with a sideways and downwards bite, try and slash open 
tue thick hide of your antagonist’s neck. Most of the 
°td bulls on the beach had fresh wounds or white scars 
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decorating their necks, and one I saw looked as though 
someone had slashed him with a sabre, for the wound 
was some eighteen inches long and appeared to be about 
six inches deep.

When a bull waddled back to his wives after such 
a battle they would gather round him in admiration and 
love, elongating their sinuous necks so that they could 
reach up and nuzzle and kiss his face, rubbing their 
gold and silver bodies against his barrel chest, while 
he stared up into the sky arrogantly, occasionally con­
descending to bend his head and bite one of his wives 
gently on the neck.

A lot of the nervous tension that the bulls with wives 
suffered from, and a lot of the actual fighting was due to 
the bachelor bulls. These were young bulls, much slimmer 
and less muscular than the old ones, who had been unable 
to acquire a wife or wives for themselves at the beginning 
of the breeding season when the courtship battles take 
place. These young bulls spent most of their time just 
sleeping in the sun, or swimming about in the shallow 
water at the sea’s edge. But, every now and then, they 
would be smitten with an impish desire to irritate their 
elders and betters.*  They would swagger slowly along 
the colony, their great frog’s feet stuck out, gazing about 
them with a benign air of innocence, as though there 
was not an evil thought in their heads. Then, as they 
passed a family group in the centre of which squatted 
an old bull star-gazing,*  the young bachelor would 
suddenly swerve and break into an undulating run, 
getting faster and faster as he approached the group. 
The females would scatter wildly as he burst through 
their circle, he would hurl himself at the old bull, give 
him a quick bite on the neck, and then undulate rapidly 
away before the old bull really knew what was happening. 
Then, with a roar of rage the old bull would give chase, 
but by then the gay bachelor had reached the sea and 
plunged in, so the old bull, grumbling to himself, would 
return to round up his scattered wives, and settle himself 
in their midst for another period of astronomical research.

The ones that seemed to lead the most carefree and 
pleasant lives were the young, but fully adult bulls, 
who had only succeeded in getting themselves one wife. 
They generally lay a little apart from the main colony. 



their wife and cub alongside them, and spent a lot of 
time sleeping. They could afford to do this, as it was 
obviously easier to control one of these high-spirited 
female seals than to try and cope with the vagaries of 
six or seven. I...]

I have not as yet mentioned the fur seal pups which 
were such an important and amusing part of the colony. 
There were hundreds of them, and they moved con­
tinuously through the mass of sleeping, love-making, 
bickering adults, looking like animated black ink­
blots. They would lie sleeping on the shingle in the 
most extraordinary abandoned attitudes, as though they 
were really balloon animals * that had suddenly been 
half deflated. Then, suddenly, one would wake up and 
discover that its mother was not there, and it would 
hoist itself on to its flippers and move sturdily down the 
beach, employing the strange rumba-like movement of 
the adult seal. Planting its flippers in the shingle with 
great determination, it would pause every few yards 
to open wide its pink mouth and bleat forlornly, like 
a lamb. Then, after it had wandered some distance in 
search of its parents, its bravado and strength would 
desert it, and it would give one more despairing bleat 
and then flop down on its tummy and sink almost imme­
diately into a deep and refreshing sleep.

There appeared to be a rather vague creche * system 
in operation for some of the pups, for in places there 
would be groups of them, perhaps ten or twenty together, 
looking like heaps of curiously shaped coal. There would 
be a young bull or a couple of females sleeping nearby 
who were apparently in charge of these creches, for if 
one of the babies wandered outside the invisible area 
that formed the creche, one of the adults would rouse 
itself, undulate after it, catch it up in its vast mouth, 
give it a good shaking and throw it back into the nursery 
again. In spite of careful watching I was never able to 
decide satisfactorily whether these groups of babies 
were the progeny from one family of seals, or whether 
■they were a mixture from several families. If they came 
from several families then these groups of babies would 
be, in effect, a sort of nursery school or kindergarten 
where the babies were dumped * while the parents went 
down to the sea to swim or feed. I wanted to film the
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daily behaviour of the pups, but in order to do this one 
had to pick out one particular baby, and as they were 
all identical in size and colour this was difficult. Then, 
just when I had begun to despair, I saw a pup that was 
recognisable. He had obviously been born later than 
the others, for he was only half their size, but what he 
lacked in inches he more than made up for in determi­
nation and personality.*

When I first noticed Oswald (as we christened him) 
he was busily engaged in stalking a long ribbon of glit­
tering green seaweed that lay on the shingle, and which 
he was obviously under the impression was some sort 
of monstrous sea-serpent which was threatening the 
colony. He shambled towards it, bleary-eyed, and stopped 
a yard or so away to sniff. A slight wind twitched the 
end of the seaweed, and at this obviously threatening 
display Oswald turned and lolloped off * as fast as his 
flippers would carry him.*  He stopped a safe distance 
away and peered over his shoulder, but the wind had 
died now and the seaweed lay still. Carefully he ap­
proached it again, stopping some six feet away to sniffy his 
fat little body taut and trembling, ready to run should 
he see the slightest movement. But the seaweed lay 
quiet in the sun, shining like a ribbon of jade. He ap­
proachedit slowly and carefully, giving the impression that 
he was almost tiptoeing on his great flat flippers, and 
holding his breath in case of accidents. Still the seaweed 
made no movement. Cheered by this display of cow­
ardice, Oswald decided that it was his duty to save the 
colony from this obviously dangerous enemy, which 
was liable to take them unawares. He shuffled his bottom 
to and fro ridiculously, so that his hind flippers got 
a good grip in the shingle, and then launched himself 
at the seaweed. In his enthusiasm he rather overshot 
the mark, and ended up on his nose in a fountain of 
shingle, but with a large section of the seaweed firmly 
grasped in his mouth. He sat up, the seaweed dangling 
from either side of his mouth like a green moustache, 
looking very pleased that his first bite had apparently 
disabled the enemy completely. He shook his head from 
side to side, making the weed flap to and tro, and then, 
shambling to his flippers, he galloped off along the beach 
trailing the weed on each side of him, occasionally 
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shaking his head vigorously, as if to make sure his victim 
was really dead. For a quarter of an hour he played with 
the weed, until there was nothing left but a few tattered 
remnants. Then he flung himself down on the shingle, 
exhausted, the remains of the weed wound round his 
tummy like a cummerbund,*  and sank into a deep 
sleep.

Presently, when he woke up, he remembered that 
originally he had been looking for his mother, before 
his attention was distracted by the weed. So he shambled 
to his feet and made off down the beach, bleating soul- 
fully. Suddenly in the middle of his grief he noticed a 
seagull squatting on the shingle near him. Forgetting 
about his mother he decided that the seagull should be 
taught a lesson, so he humped himself up indignantly 
and rumbaed towards it * ferociously. The gull watched 
his approach from the corner of one cold, inimical eye. 
Oswald undulated across the shingle, panting a little, 
a look of grim determination on his face, while the gull 
watched him sardonically. Each time Oswald charged it 
side-stepped neatly, pattering a few paces on its webbed 
feet, with the air of a professional matador eluding 
a very inexperienced bull. Four times this happened, 
and then the gull grew bored. At the next charge he 
opened his wings, gave a couple of lazy flaps, and glided 
off down the beach to a more restful spot.

Oswald, the object of his wrath having vanished, 
suddenly remembered his mother and started out to search 
for her, bleating loudly. He made his way towards the 
most crowded part of the colony, a jumbled mass of 
cows and bulls all enjoying a siesta.*  Oswald ploughed 
his way through them,*  treading with complete impar­
tiality on cows and bulls alike, scrambling over their 
backs, treading on their tails, and planting his flippers 
in their eyes. He left behind him a wake of infuriated 
adults who had been woken from a refreshing sleep by 
a large flipper covered with shingle being planted in 
the most vulnerable portion of their anatomy.*  At one 
point he discovered a cow lying on her back, exposing 
her teats to the rays of the sun, and he decided that it 
would be a suitable opportunity to stop for a snack. He 
had just taken a firm hold of one of the teats, and was 
preparing to imbibe life-giving nourishmentt*  when 
62



the cow woke up and looked down at him. For a second 
she gazed at him fondly, for she was still half asleep, 
but then she suddenly realised that he was not her son, 
but some dastardly interloper helping himself to a free 
drink.*  With a grunt of wrath she bent down, pushed 
her nose under his fat tummy, and, with a quick flip 
of her head, sent Oswald somersaulting through the air 
to land on the head of a sleeping bull. The bull was not 
amused, and Oswald had to be pretty nifty on his flippers 
to escape punishment. He plodded on over the mountain 
ranges of sleeping seals with grim determination. Then, 
at last, he slipped while negotiating * a particularly 
rotund female, and fell on top of a young bull who was 
sleeping next door to her. The bull sat up, snorted indig­
nantly, and then bent down and seized Oswald in his 
great mouth before the pup could get away. Oswald 
dangled there by the scruff of his neck, without move­
ment, while the bull decided what was the best thing 
to be done with him. At last he decided that a little 
swimming lesson would do Oswald no harm, and so he 
flopped his way down to the sea, Oswald dangling from 
his mouth as limp as a glove.

I had often watched the bulls giving the pups swimming 
lessons, and it was a frightening sight. I felt quite sorry 
for Oswald. The bull paused at the edge of the surf and 
started to shake Oswald to and fro, until one felt certain 
that the pup’s neck was broken, and then hurled him 
some twenty feet out into the waves. After a prolonged 
submersion Oswald surfaced, flapping his flippers des­
perately, spluttering, and coughing, and struck out 
towards the shore. But the bull lumbered into the water 
and caught him by the neck again, long before he was 
in his depth,*  and then proceeded to hold him under 
the water for five or ten seconds at a time, eventually 
releasing his hold so that Oswald popped up like a cork, 
gasping for breath. After this had happened three or 
four times Oswald was so frightened and exhausted that 
he tried to attack the bull’s great bulk with open mouth, 
uttering spluttering jarring cries. This, of course, had 
about as much effect as a pekinese * attacking an ele­
phant. The bull simply picked Oswald up, shook him 
well and flung him out to sea again, and repeated the 
whole process. Eventual^ when it was obvious that
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Oswald was so exhausted that he could hardly swim, 
the bull took him into the shallows and let him rest for 
a little while, but standing guard over him so that ho 
could not escape. When he was rested Oswald was 
picked up and thrown out to sea again, and the whole 
lesson was repeated. This went on for half an hour and 
would have gone on longer, but another bull came and 
picked a quarrel with Oswald’s instructor, and while 
they were fighting it out in the shallows Oswald made 
hi« escape, scrambling back to shore as fast as he could, 
wet, bedraggled and thoroughly chastened.

These swimming lessons, as I say, were to be seen 
very frequently, and were agony to watch, for not only 
was the terror of the pups so piteous, but I was always 
convinced that the bulls might go too far and actually 
drown one of them. But the babies appeared to have 
the elasticity of mind and body that allowed them to 
survive these savage swimming lessons, and none of 
them seemed any the worse.*

The adults spent ninety per cent of the day sleeping, 
and only occasionally the young bulls and cows would 
venture into the water, but it was not until evening that 
the colony as a whole went swimming. As the sun sank 
lower and lower, a restlessness would prevail through­
out the colony, and presently the females would hump 
themselves down * to the water’s edge, and the water 
ballet would begin. First two or three cows would enter 
the shallows and start swimming up and down, slowly and 
methodically. For some time the bull would watch them 
in a lordly manner, and then he would lift his huge 
bulk and shoulder his way into the surf with the air 
of a heavyweight boxer entering the ring. There he would 
pause and survey the sinuous shapes of his wives before 
him, while the foam made an Elizabethan ruff *of  
white round his fat neck. His wives, desperately trying 
to get him to join in their game, would tumble and curve 
in the water ahead, their coats now gleaming and black 
with sea-water. Then, suddenly, the bull would submerge, 
his portly form disappearing beneath the water with a speed 
and grace that was startling. His blunt, snub-nosed head 
would appear between the bodies of his wives, and the 
entire picture would change. Whereas before the females’ 
movements had been slow, gentle curvings of the body 



on the surface and beneath the water, now the tempo 
of their play quickened, and they would close in round 
the bull, making him the focal point of their game. 
Their movements as smooth as a flow of oil, they would 
curve over and under him, so that he was like a stocky 
maypole * with the slim, swift ribbons of female seals 
drifting and fluttering around him. He would sit there 
with his massive head and neck out of the water, peering 
with supreme smugness into the sky, while his wives 
formed a whirlpool around him, weaving and gliding 
faster and faster, demanding his attention. Suddenly 
he would yield and, bending his head, he would open 
his mouth and bite playfully at a passing body. This 
was the signal for the ballet proper to begin.

The females’ arrow-swift bodies and the bulk of the 
male would entwine like a gleaming black plait, curving 
and twisting through the water, assuming the most 
graceful and complicated shapes like a pennant whipped 
by the wind. [...]

Occasionally one of the young, unattached bulls would 
attempt to join one of these family groups in their play, 
and immediately the old bull would forget his game. 
He would submerge and suddenly reappear at the young 
bull’s side in a crumple of foam, uttering a sort of gurgl­
ing roar that had started beneath the surface. If the 
young bull was quick he would hurl himself sideways 
in the water, and the old bull’s leap would be abortive 
and he would land on the water surface with a crack 
like a cannon going off, and the noise would roll and echo 
down the coast. Then it would be a question of who 
recovered first, the young bull from his awkward sideways 
leap, or the old bull from his belly-splitting charge.*  
If the old bull recovered first he would seize the younger 
one by the neck and they would roll and thrash in the 
water, roaring and biting in a tidal wave of foam, while 
the females glided round them watching lovingly the 
progress of the battle. Eventually the young bull would 
break free from the savage grip of his adversary and plunge 
beneath the waves with the old bull in hot pursuit. 
But in swimming under water the young bull would 
have the slight advantage that he was not so bulky and 
therefore slightly faster, and he would generally escape. 
The old bull would swim pompously back to his wives 
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and squat in the water, staring grandly up into the sky 
while they swam round him, reaching their pointed 
faces out of the water to kiss him, gazing at him with 
their huge melting eyes in an ecstasy of admiration and 
love.

By this time the sun would have sunk into a sunset 
of pink, green and gold, and we would make our way 
back to camp to crouch shivering over the fire, while 
in the distance, carried by the night wind, steady and 
bitterly cold, we could hear the noises of the seals, 
belching and roaring and splashing in the black and icy 
waters along the empty coast.



Chapter Four

THE BULBOUS*  BEASTS

They did not remain long 
under water, but rising, fol­
lowed us with outstretched 
necks, expressing great wonder 
and curiosity.

CHARLES DARWIN:
The Voyage of H, M. S. Beagle

After we had spent some ten days filming the fur seals, 
I decided that, reluctant though I was to leave these 
beautiful and fascinating animals, we really ought to 
move on and try and locate the elephant seals before 
they left the peninsula in their southward migration. 
So, for the next four days, we drove to and fro about the 
peninsula searching for the elefanterla, and seeing a va­
riety of wild-life, but no elephant seals.

I was amazed and delighted at the numbers of crea­
tures we saw on the Valdes Peninsula. When I thought 
that, a few miles away across the isthmus, lay hundreds 
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of miles of scrub-land which we had driven through 
without seeing a single living creature, and yet on the 
peninsula life abounded, it seemed incredible. It was 
almost as if the peninsula and its narrow isthmus was 
a cul-de-sac * into which all the wild-life of Chubut had 
drained and from which it could not escape. I wish that 
it were possible for the Argentine Government to make 
the whole peninsula into a wild-life sanctuary, for which 
it seems to have been designed by nature. To begin 
with you have a wonderful cross-section of the Patago­
nian fauna, all concentrated in a limited area, and most 
of it very easy to see. Secondly the whole area could be 
easily and effectively controlled by virtue of the narrow 
isthmus connecting it to the mainland; a check point on 
this could keep an adequate control on the people who 
entered and left the area, and keep an eye out for the 
sort of “sportsmen” (of which there are some in every 
country throughout the world) who would think it fun 
to chase guanaco in fast cars, or pepper the bull fur seals 
with buckshot. [...1

In our search for the elefantena we covered a lot of the 
peninsula, and the commonest bird we saw was undoubt­
edly the martineta, a species of tinamu.*  It is a plump,, 
partridge-shaped little bird, about the size of a bantam. 
Its plumage is a rich array of autumn browns, speckled 
and streaked with golds, yellows and creams in an intri­
cate and lovely pattern. Its cheeks are a pale cream col­
our, with two black stripes showing up well on this 
background, one running from the corner of the eye to 
the neck and the other running from the edge of the beak 
to the neck. On its head there is an elongated crest of 
dark feathers, wdiich curves like a half-moon over its 
head. It has large, dark eyes, and a general air of inno­
cent hysteria.

Martinetas were to be seen everywhere along the 
rough roads in little groups of five or ten. Ridiculously 
tame, they would stand in the middle of the road, watch­
ing the Land-Rover’s approach with wide eyes, bobbing 
their heads so that their silly crests twitched and flut­
tered, not bothering to move until you slowmd down 
within a few feet of them and blew the horn. Then, stretch­
ing out their necks and holding their heads low, as 
if searching the ground for something they had lost,,



they would scuttle off into the scrub. They were most) 
reluctant to fly, and in order to make them do so you 
had to pursue them for considerable distances through 
the undergrowth. Then, when they felt you were coming 
too near, they would launch themselves into the sky with 
an air of desperation. It was a curious, laboured flight, 
like that of a bird which has never learnt to use its wings 
properly. They would give four or five frantic flaps of 
their wings, and then glide until their fat bodies had 
almost dragged them to earth again, when they would 
give another series of wild flaps and then glide on a bit 
further. As they flew the rush of wind through their 
feathers produced a curious wailing note, that rose and 
fell flute-like, as they flapped and glided away. Their 
partiality for sitting in the middle of the road was due 
to the fact, I think, that it was only on these bare sur­
faces that they could construct the best dust-baths. In 
many places they had scooped out quite deep depressions 
in the red earth, and you could see three or four of them 
standing patiently waiting their turn, while one member 
of the flock rolled and kicked absurdly in the bath, 
fluttering its wings to throw the dust over its body.

These lovely, slightly imbecile birds are, of course, 
ground-nesting, and I think that they themselves, their 
eggs and their young, form an important item of diet 
among the carnivorous mammals of the peninsula, par­
ticularly the pampas fox, which is a common predator 
in the area. They are slim, grey, dainty little animals, 
with incredibly slender and fragile-looking legs. They 
appeared to hunt as much by day as by night, and were 
usually to be seen in pairs. They would suddenly dash 
across the road in front of us as we drove along, their 
bushy tails streaming out behind them like puffs of 
grey smoke, and on reaching the other side of the road 
they would skid to a halt and, squatting on their haunches, 
examine us craftily.

At one of the places in which we camped a pair of 
these little foxes paid us a visit, the only animal apart 
from the guanaco to do so. It was about five in the 
morning, and from my bed under the rear axle of the 
Land-Rover I was watching the sky turn green with 
dawn, while, as usual, trying to pluck up the courage 
to quit the warmth of my blankets and light the fire
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for breakfast. Suddenly, from the yellow scrub around 
us, the two foxes appeared as unexpectedly and as silently 
as ghosts. They approached the camp cautiously, with 
the conspiratorial air of a couple of schoolboys raiding 
an orchard, with many pauses to sniff the dawn. wind. 
It was fortunate, at that precise juncture, that no one 
was snoring. I can put it on record that there is nothing 
quite so effective for scaring off wild animals as three 
women in the back of a Land-Rover, all snoring in differ­
ent keys.

Having circled the camp without mishap, they grew 
bolder. They approached the ashes of the fire, sniffed at 
them deeply, and then frightened each other by sneezing 
violently. Recovering from this shock they continued 
their investigation and found an empty sardine tin, which, 
after a certain amount of low bickering, they proceeded 
to lick clean. Their next discovery was a large roll of 
bright pink toilet paper, one of the few luxury articles 
in our equipment. Having proved that it was not edible, 
they then discovered that if it was patted briskly with 
a paw it unravelled itself in the most satisfactory manner. 
So, for the next ten minutes, they danced and whirled 
on their slender legs, hurling the toilet roll to and fro, 
occasionally taking streamers of it in their mouths and 
leaping daintily into the air, returning to earth with 
the paper wrapped intricately round their necks and legs. 
This game was conducted so silently and so gracefully that 
it was a delight to watch, and their agile bodies were 
well set off against the green sky, the yellow-flowered 
bushes and the pink paper. The whole camp site was 
taking on a gay carnival air, when somebody in the 
Land-Rover yawned. The foxes froze instantly, one of 
them with a piece of toilet paper dangling from his mouth. 
The yawn was repeated, and the foxes vanished as 
silently as they had come, leaving — as a souvenir of 
their visit — some hundred and twenty feet of pink 
paper fluttering in the breeze.

Another creature that we saw very frequently was 
the Darwin’s rhea,*  the South American counterpart 
of the African ostrich. These birds were smaller than the 
rheas from Northern Argentina, more delicate in build 
and a more pearly grey in colour. They were generally in 
small flocks of five or six., and on many occasions we 
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saw them moving through the scrub in conjunction 
with a flock of guanaco. I think one of the loveliest 
sights we saw on the peninsula was a herd of six guanaco 
with three graceful cinnamon-coloured babies, trotting 
slowly through the golden scrub in company with four 
Darwin’s rheas, who were ushering along a swarm of 
twelve young, each dressed in its striped baby plumage, 
so that they looked like a line of tiny fat wasps running 
close to their parents’ great feet. While the baby rheas 
were very sedate and orderly, like a school crocodile,*  
the baby guanacos were more exuberant and unruly, 
dancing about in amongst the adults, in exciting, daring 
and complicated gambols. One of them carried out such 
an intricate gambol that he bumped into one of the adults 
and received a sharp kick in the stomach as punishment, 
after which he became very subdued and trotted quietly 
along behind his mother.

If undisturbed the rheas would pace along in a very 
regal manner. But, occasionally, we would come upon 
them when they were on the road and immediate panic 
would ensue. Instead of swerving off into the scrub, 
they would set off in a disorderly cluster down the road, 
running with the slightly effeminate grace of professional 
footballers. As we drove the Land-Rover closer and 
closer they would increase their speed, lowering their 
long necks groundwards, their feet coming up so high 
with each step that they almost touched wrhat passes 
for a chin in a rhea. One I paced * in this manner ran six 
feet in front of the Land-Rover bonnet * for a distance 
of half a mile, averaging between twenty-five and thirty 
miles an hour. Eventually, when you had followed them 
like this for some considerable time, it would suddenly 
occur to them that they might be safer in the scrub. 
So they would put on a sudden burst of speed, open their 
pale wings in a graceful gesture, swerve off the road with 
a ballet-like grace and go bouncing away into the dis­
tance.

These rheas, like the common rhea of the north, have 
communal nests, that is to say several females lay their 
eggs in one nest. This is a mere scrape in the ground, 
lined with some dry grass or a few twigs, and you can 
find as many as fifty eggs in the one nest. As in the com­
mon rheas the male Darwin’s rhea does the hard work



of incubating the eggs and rearing the young when they 
hatch. The highly-polished eggs are a fine green colour 
when just laid, but the side that is towards the sun soon 
fades, first to a dull mottled green, then yellowish, then to 
pale blue and finally to white. The rheas are so pro­
lific that their eggs, and, to a large extent, their young, 
form an important item of diet for the predators of the 
peninsula.

Another creature which was very common, and which 
we frequently met on the roads, was the pinche or hairy 
armadillo. We saw them just as much by day as by 
night, but the time they were most frequently seen was 
towards evening in the rays of the setting sun, trotting 
to and fro over the road surfaces, sniffing vigorously, 

^looking like strange clockwork toys, for their little 
ilegs moved so fast they were a mere blur beneath the 
shell. They are fairly thickly cloaked with long, coarse 
white hair, but I should not have thought that this 
would have provided them with any protection from the 
cold in the winter. I presume they must hibernate in the 
winter months, for there could be nothing for them to 
eat as the ground is frozen to a depth of several feet. 
All the ones we caught were covered with a tremendously 
(thick layer of fat, and their pale pink, heavily wrinkled
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bellies were always bulging with food. Their main diet 
must consist of beetles, their larvae, and the young 
and eggs of ground-nesting birds like the martineta, 
though sometimes they may come across a windfall * 
in the shape of a dead sheep or guanaco. Frequently 
they could be seen right down on the sea-shore, trotting 
briskly along the tide line, looking like small, rotund 
colonels on a Bournemouth sea-front,*  imbibing the 
health-giving ozone, though they would occasionally 
spoil the illusion by stopping to have a light snack of 
a dead crab, a thing I have never seen a colonel do.

Watching all this wild-life was, of course, fascinat­
ing, but it was still not bringing us any nearer to our 
objective, which was the elephant seals. We had, by 
now, covered quite a large area of the coast, without any 
success, and I began to think we were too late, and that 
the elephant seals were already drifting southwards 
towards Tierra del Fuego * and the Falkland Islands. 
But just when I had given up hope we discovered an 
elefanterla which no one had told us about, and then we 
only found it by luck. We had been walking along a fairly 
high cliff, pausing every quarter of a mile or so to ex­
amine the beach below us for signs or life. Presently, 
we rounded a small headland and came to a bay where
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the beach at the base of the cliff was covered in a tumbled 
mass of rocks. Some of these rocks were so large that, 
from our vantage point, we could not tell what might 
be lying behind them, so, after searching along the cliff 
for a short way, we found a rough path which led us 
down to the shore, and made our way down to investi­
gate.

The beach was of bright mottled shingle, each pebble 
sea-polished so that it shone in the evening sun. The boul­
ders, some as large as a cottage, lay tumbled haphazardly 
along the beach, grey and fawn in colour. Some of them 
were so large and fretted * into such weird shapes by 
the wind and the sea, that it was a major operation scram­
bling over them, weighted down as we were with the 
cameras and equipment. We struggled through and over 
them for some distance, and then decided that what we 
needed was food. So, choosing a rock that had been 
moulded to make a natural seat, we sat down and un­
packed our food and wine. I was convinced by then that 
there was not an elephant seal for miles, and I was thor­
oughly depressed and irritated with myself for having 
spent so much time on the fur seals.

“Well, we might find some tomorrow,” said Jacquie 
soothingly, handing me a sandwich that appeared to 
have three-quarters of the Patagonian topsoil adhering 
to it.

“No,” I said, viewing this sustenance with a jaundiced 
eye, * and refusing to be comforted^ “they’ve gone south 
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now. iney ve паи ineir names and left. If I hadn’t 
snent so much time on those damned fur seals we might 
have found them.”

“Well, it’s your own fault, said Jacquie logically. 
“I kept telling you that you had enough film of the fur 
seal but you kept insisting we spend just one more day.”

“I know,” I said gloomily, “but they were such won­
derful creatures, I couldn’t tear myself away.”

Marie, with the air of one who is making the best of 
a disaster,*  seized a bottle of wine, and as the cork 
popped out of the bottle a large, slightly elongated and 
egg-shaped boulder some ten feet away gave a deep and 
lugubrious sigh, and opened a pair of huge, gentle, 
liquid-looking eyes of the deepest black, and gazed at 
us placidly.

Once it had thus revealed itself as an elephant seal, one 
wondered why one had ever thought it was anything else; 
and a close and excited scrutiny of the surrounding beach 
showed us that we were, in fact, sitting next to twelve 
of the gigantic beasts, which had all remained calmly 
sleeping while we had walked up to them, seated ourselves, 
and unpacked our food like trippers * at Margate. They 
so closely resembled the rocks amongst which they 
lay that I began to wonder how many other groups we 
had walked past in our search for them. After watching 
the fur seals, I had expected the elephant seal colony to 
be a much more boisterous and vivacious lot, whereas 
here they were, lying about the beach in attitudes of 
relaxed abandon,*  displaying about as much boisterous­
ness as could be expected from a convention of dropsy 
sufferers having a chess tournament in a Turkish bath.*  
We walked among the huge, snoring carcases, and by 
investigation we discovered that of the twelve animals 
there three were males, six were females, and three were 
well-grown young. The babies measured about six feet 
in length, and the females about twelve to fourteen feet. 
The real bulk was reserved for the males. Two of these
were young bulls, each about eighteen feet in length, 
while the last was a fully adult bull, and measured twenty- 
one feet in length.
1'1 was a ma£nificent beast, with a huge barrel-
ue body, and a great carunculated nose, like that of 

a contirmed gin-drinker. He lay on the shining shingle
35



like a colossal blob of putty, occasionally sighing deepb 
so that his nose wobbled like a jelly, or every so oftei 
waking up sufficiently to ladle some damp shingle on t< 
his back with one of his flippers. His placidity toward: 
our intrusion was extraordinary, for we approachec 
within three or four feet to measure and take photographs 
and all he did was to open his eyes, survey us dreamily 
and sink back into sleep again.

For me this was a tremendously exciting experience 
Other people may have a burning ambition to see th' 
Leaning Tower of Pisa,*  or visit Venice, or see th< 
Acropolis * before they die. But my ambition had been b 
see a live elephant seal in his natural environment, am 
here I was, lying on the shingle eating sandwiches withii 
five feet of one, who lay there looking not unlike a bab;



jcountably, been filled 
^tlTdough. With a sandwich in one hand and a stop- 
W\ch * in the °^1ег I checked on his breathing, which 
waone of the many remarkable things about an elephant 
ceal They breathe fairly regularly some thirty times 
during five minutes, and then they stop breathing for a 
time, which varies from five to eight minutes. Presumably 
this is of great use to them when they are at sea, for they 
can rise to the surface, breathe, and then sink below the 
water and hold their breath for considerable period 
without having to resurface and refill their lungs. I was 
so carried away, lying there with these gigantic and fan­
tastic animals within touching distance, that I proceeded 
to give the others a lecture on the elephant seal.

“It’s quite extraordinary the soundness of their sleep. 
Do you know there was one naturalist who actually 
went and lay on top of an elephant seal without wak­
ing it?”

Jacquie surveyed the colossal animal in front of me. 
“Rather him than me,”* she said.
“Apparently the females don’t become sexually mature 

until they are two years old. [...] Now those babies over 
there are this year’s brood. [...]”

“This year’s brood?” Jacquie interrupted in astonish­
ment. “I thought they were about a year old.”

“No, I should say they are four or five months old.” 
“How big are they when they’re born, then?” 
“Oh, about half that size, I should think.”
“Good God!” said Jacquie with feeling. “Fancy giving 

birth to a thing that size.”
“There you are,” I said. “It just goes to show that 

there’s always someone worse off than you are.”
The elephant seal, as if in agreement, gave a deep, 

heart-rending sigh.
“Do you know that the intestine of an adult bull can

measure six hundred and sixty-two feet?” I inquired.
“No, I didn’t,” said Jacquie, “and I think we’d all 

enjoy our sandwiches more if you refrained from divulg- 
ln® more secrets of their internal anatomy.”

Well, I thought it would interest you.”
T , It does,” said Jacquie, “but not when I’m eating. 
n.aS] « S0lt °I information I prefer to acquire between
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There were several things that struck one immedi­
ately about the elephant seals, once one had got over 
incredulity at their mere size. The first thing was, of 
course, their ridiculous hindquarters. The fur seal (which 
is really a sea lion) has the hind limbs well developed 
as legs, so that when they move they hoist themselves 
up on to all four legs and walk as a dog or a cat would. 
But in the elephant seal, which is a true seal, the hind 
limbs are minute and pretty useless, with stupid flip­
pers that make it look as though the animal has had 
a couple of empty gloves attached to its rear end. When 
the creature moves all the propulsion comes from the 
front flippers, and the humping of the massive back, 
a slow, ungainly method of movement that was painful 
to watch.

There was quite a colour variation * among the 
herd. The old bull was a rich, deep slate-grey, tastefully 
speckled here and there with green, where some marine 
alga * was apparently growing on his tough hide. The 
young bulls and the cows were a much paler grey. The 
babies were not bald and leathery like their parents,; 
but each was wearing a fine fur coat of moon-white hair, 
close and tight as plush. The adults had so many folds 
and wrinkles all over them that they looked rather as if 
(they were in need of a square meal to fill out the creases, 
as it were, whereas the babies were so rotund and glossy 
they looked as though they all had just been blown up 
with bicycle pumps, and would, if they were not careful, 
take to the air.*

From the point of view of filming the elephant seal 
colony was, to say the least, difficult. All they wanted to 
do was sleep. The only real movement they made was 
to open and close their huge nostrils as they breathed, 
and occasionally one would shovel some shingle on to 
its back; but as there was no preliminary warning to 
this action it took me some time to get it on film. Some­
times one of them would hump itself forward, eyes tightly 
shut, burrowing its great nose through the shingle like 
a bulldozer. Even when I had got all these actions on 
film it still did not seem to me that the elephant seals 
were showing themselves to advantage;*  they lacked 
action, which, after all, is one of the things necessary 
for a moving picture. One of the extraordinary things 
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about these seals is the flexibility of the backbone. In 
spite of their bulk and vast quantities of blubber, they 
can bend themselves backwards, like a hoop, until the 
head touches the uplifted tail. How to get them to dem­
onstrate this for me to film, when they were all lying 
about displaying the animation of a group of opium smok­
ers,*  was somewhat of a puzzle. At last, however, we 
were successful with the old bull, by the simple expedient 
cf throwing handfuls of fine gravel on to his tail. The 
first handful made him stir slightly and sigh deeply, 
without opening his eyes. The second handful made him 
open his eyes and stare at us in mild surprise. With the 
third handful he raised his head, drew back his snout so 
that it wrinkled like a concertina, * opened his mouth 
and uttered a hissing roar, and then fell back on to the 
shingle as if exhausted by this effort and went back to 
sleep again.

Eventually, however, our bombardment got on his 
nerves. It did not, of course, hurt him, but a constant 
rain of shingle on your rear-end when you are trying to 
get to sleep can be extremely irritating. He suddenly 
became very wide awake and reared up so that he was 
like the letter J with his head high in the air, his mouth 
opened wide uttering the loud hissing roar, an oddly 
reptilian sound for such a monstrous mammal to make. 
Four times he reared up like this, and then, seeing that 
the display was having no detrimental effect on our 
morale,*  he did what all seals do in moments of crisis: 
he burst into tears. Great, black tears oozed out of his 
eyes and trickled forlornly down his cheeks. He lowered 
himself full length on to the shingle, and proceeded to 
move backwards towards the sea, like a gargantuan * 
caterpillar, humping his body up with tremendous effort, 
the fat along his back rippling into waves as he moved. 
At last, with a final plaintive roar and another flood of 
tears, he backed into the water, and an incoming wave 
broke in a garland of white foam around his shoulders. 
The rest of the herd became alarmed at their lord and 
master’s disappearance, and they all raised their heads 
and started to look at us uneasily. Then one of the babies 
panicked, and hunched its way down to the sea, tears 
streaming down its white face. This was the final straw,*  
and within a minute the whole herd was rushing seawards, 
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looking like a flock of huge maggots * in pursuit of a 
cheese.

Sadly we packed up our equipment and started up 
the cliff, sadly because we had just completed our last 
task, and this meant that we must leave the peninsula 
with its wonderful animal life, and head back to Buenos 
Aires and the next stage of the expedition. As we made 
our way along the twilit * cliff path we saw the old bull 
elephant seal for the last time. His head appeared out 
of a wave, his dark eyes surveyed us puzzledly. He 
snorted, a reverberating noise that echoed along the cliffs 
and made his nose vibrate. Then, still watching us sadly, 
he sank slowly beneath the icy waters and disappeared.



Part Two

THE CUSTOMS OF THE COUNTRY

The plane taxied out across the darkened airfield to 
where the runway lay, between two strips of diamond- 
bright lights. Here it paused, revved up * its engine until 
every bone in the plane’s metal body seemed to screech 
out in protest, and then suddenly rushed forward. The 
strip-lights fled past, and then suddenly we were airborne, 
the plane tipping from side to side like a slightly drunken 
swallow as it climbed higher and higher. Then, below me, 
Buenos Aires lay spread in the warm night like a chess­
board of multicoloured stars. I unfastened my safety 
belt, lit a cigarette and lay back in my seat, feeling very 
mellow and full of farewell brandy. At last I was on 
my way to a place I had longed to visit, a place with 
a magical name: Jujuy.*

When we had returned from the south the effects of 
the car crash we had had soon after arrival in Argentina (in
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which Jacquie was the only one hurt) had begun to make 
themselves felt; the terrible jolting we had undergone 
on the Patagonian roads, and the rough conditions under 
which we had been forced to live, had resulted in her 
getting blinding headaches. It was obvious that she could 
not continue the trip, so we had decided to send her 
back to England. She had departed the week before, 
and this left Sophie * and me to finish the trip. So, 
while Sophie remained in our little villa with its garden 
already stuffed with animals which she had to minister 
unto,*  I made tracks for Jujuy,*  to try and add to the 
collection.

As the plane droned on through the night I dozed in 
my seat and tried to remember ail I knew about Jujuy, 
which was precious * little. It is a north-western prov­
ince of Argentina, bordered on the one side by Bolivia, 
and on the other by Chile. It is a curious place in many 
ways, but chiefly because it is like a tropical tongue, as 
it were, inserted into Argentina. On the one side you 
have the mountains of Bolivia, on the other the curious, 
desiccated province of Salta, and between the two the 
lush tropical area of Jujuy, which compares favourably 
with anything to be found in Paraguay or southern Brazil. 
Here I knew that you could find the colourful, exciting 
tropical fauna, just starting to encroach on the Pampa 
and grassland fauna, and it was these creatures I was 
after. Thinking about all these magnificent animals I fell 
into a deep sleep, and was just dreaming that I was 
catching a particularly malevolent jaguar with a lassoo,*  
when I was awoken by the steward shaking my arm. 
Apparently we had arrived at some god-forsaken place, 
and all passengers had to dismount while the plane re­
fuelled. Plane travel has never been my favourite form of 
transportation (except for very small planes, where you 
get a real sense of flying), so to be roused from a brandy- 
soothed sleep at two in the morning and be forced to 
stand around in a tiny bar that did not offer anything 
more exciting than lukewarm coffee did not improve my 
temper. As soon as they would allow I got on the plane 
again, settled down in my seat and tried to sleep.

Almost immediately I was roused by what appeared 
to be a ten-ton weight descending on my arm. I extri­
cated it with difficulty, before any bones were broken, 
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and glared at the person responsible. This was not very 
effective, as the interior of the plane was lit by what 
appeared to be a series of fireflies suffering from perni­
cious anaemia.*  All I could see was that the next seat to 
me (until then mercifully empty) was now being inun­
dated — there is no other word — by a female of colossal 
proportions. The various portions of her anatomy which 
she could not cram into her own seat she had generously 
allowed to overflow into mine.

“Buenas noches," * she said pleasantly, exuding sweat 
and scent in equal quantities.

“Buenas noches," I mumbled, and hastily closed my 
eyes and huddled into what was left of my seat, in order 
to put an end to the conversation. Fortunately, my 
companion, after this exchange of pleasantries, settled 
herself down for sleep, with much grunting and shifting 
and deep shuddering sighs that were vaguely reminis­
cent of the elephant seals. Presently she twitched and 
mumbled her way into sleep,*  and then started a pro­
longed and interesting snore that sounded like someone 
rhythmically rolling small potatoes down a corrugated 
iron roof. Lulled, rather than disturbed by this sound, 
I managed to drop off myself.

When I awoke it was light, and I surreptitiously ex­
amined my still sleeping companion. She was, as I say, a fine 
figure of a woman — all twenty stone of her.*  She had clad 
her generous body in a silk dress in yellow and green, and 
she was wearing scarlet shoes, both now reclining some 
distance from her feet. Her hair was bright glossy black and 
carefully arranged in tiny curls all over her head, and to 
crown this * she was wearing a straw hat to which half 
the fruit and vegetable produce of Argentina appeared 
to have been attached. This breath-taking horticultural 
achievement * had slipped during the night, and now 
reclined over one of her eyes at a saucy angle.*  Her face 
was round and dimpled, and separated from her ample 
bosom by a lavaflow of chins. * Her hands, I noticed, 
were folded demurely in her lap, and though they were 
reddened and work-roughened they were tiny and beau­
tifully formed, like the hands of so many fat people. 
As I was watching her she suddenly gave a great, shud­
dering sigh and opened large, pansy-dark eyes and gazed 
about her with the vacant expression of an awakening
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baby. Then she focused on me and her dumpling fact 
spread into a dimpled smile.

“Buenos dias,*  senor,” she said, inclining her head.
“Buenos diets, senora,” I replied, also inclining my 

head gravely.
From somewhere under the seat she hoicked out * 

a handbag the size of a small cabin-trunk and proceeded 
to repair the damage that the night’s sleep had done to 
her face. This was little enough, as far as I could see, 
for her complexion was as perfect as a magnolia petal. 
Satisfied at last that she was not going to let her sex 
down,*  she put away her bag, resettled her bulk, and 
turned her bright, kindly eyes on me. Wedged as I was 
there was no escape.

“Where are you travelling to, senor?” she asked.
“Jujuy, senora,” I replied.
“Ah, Jujuy?” she said, opening wide her dark eyes and 

raising her eyebrows, as though Jujuy was the most 
interesting and desirable place in the world.

“You are German?” she asked.
“No, English.”
“Ah, English?” with again the delighted surprise, as 

though to be English was something really special.
I felt it was time I took a more active part in the 

conversation. “I do not speak Spanish at all,” I ex­
plained, “only a very little.”

“But you speak beautifully,” she said, patting my 
knee, and then qualified * it by adding, “and I will 
speak slowly so that you may understand.”

I sighed and gave myself up to my fate; short of jump­
ing out of the window * on my left there was nothing else 
I could do. Having decided that my knowledge of Spanish 
was limited shecame to the conclusion that I would get 
a better grasp of her conversation if she shouted, so now 
the whole plane was party to our exchange of confi­
dences. Her name, it appeared, was Rosa Lillipampila 
and she was on her way to visit her married son in Salta. 
She had not seen him for three years, and this was to be 
a terrific * reunion. This was also her first flight in a 
plane, and she was taking a childlike delight in it. She 
kept breaking off her conversation with shrill cries 
(which made the more nervous of the other passengers 
jump) in order to lean over тег enveloping me in scent
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and bosom, to peer at some landmark passing below. 
Several times I offered to change seats with her, but 
she would not hear of it. When the steward came round 
with morning coffee she fumbled for her bag to pay, 
and when it was explained that it was free she was so 
ielighted that you would have thought the rather grubby 
mper cup full of gritty liquid was a magnum * of cham- 
>agne which the benevolent air company had bestowed 
pon her. Presently the red lights went on to tell us 
hat we were landing yet again at some obscure township 
э refuel, and I helped her struggle to get the safety belt 
aund her enormous girth. This was a strenuous task, 
nd her shrieks of merriment at our efforts echoed up 
id down the plane.

“You see,” she panted, between gusts of laughter, 
rhen one has six children and one likes to eat, one 
ses control over the size of one’s body."

At last, just as the plane touched down, we got the 
It hitched round her.
We clambered out on to the tarmac,*  stiff and crum- 

ad, and I found that my girl-friend moved with the 
ice and lightness of a cloud. She had obviously decided 
it I was to be her conquest of the trip, and so, with a 
irteous, old world * gesture I offered her my arm, and 
! accepted it with a beaming, coquettish smile. Linked 
ether like a courting couple we made our way towards 
inevitable small cafe and toilets that decorated the 

port. Here she patted my arm, told me she would not 
long, and drifted to the door marked “Senoras”, through 

which she passed with difficulty.
While she was communing with nature I took the 

opportunity to examine a large bush which grew along­
side the little cafe. It was about the size of the average 
hydrangea,*  and yet on its branches and among its 
leaves (after only a cursory inspection) I found fifteen 
different species of insect and five species of spider. 
It was obvious we were nearing the tropical area. Then 
I spotted a very old friend of mine, a praying mantis, * 
perched on a leaf, swaying from side to side and glaring 
about with its pale, evil eyes. I detached it from its perch 
and was letting it stalk its way up my arm, when my 
prl-friend returned. On seeing the creature she let out a 
-ry that could, with a following wind, have been heard in
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baby. Then she focused on me and her dumpling face 
spread into a dimpled smile.

“Buenos dias*  senor," she said, inclining her head.
“Buenos dias, senora," I replied, also inclining my 

head gravely.
From somewhere under the seat she hoicked out * 

a handbag the size of a small cabin-trunk and proceeded 
to repair the damage that the night’s sleep had done to 
her face. This was little enough, as far as I could see, 
for her complexion was as perfect as a magnolia petal. 
Satisfied at last that she was not going to let her sex 
down,*  she put away her bag, resettled her bulk, and 
turned her bright, kindly eyes on me. Wedged as I was 
there was no escape.

“Where are you travelling to, senor?” she asked.
“Jujuy, senora,” I replied.
“Ah, Jujuy?” she said, opening wide her dark eyes and 

raising her eyebrows, as though Jujuy was the most 
interesting and desirable place in the world.

“You are German?” she asked.
“No, English.”
“Ah, English?” with again the delighted surprise, as 

though to be English was something really special.
I felt it was time I took a more active part in the 

conversation. “I do not speak Spanish at all,” I ex­
plained, “only a very little.”

“But you speak beautifully,” she said, patting my 
knee, and then qualified * it by adding, “and I will 
speak slowly so that you may understand.”

I sighed and gave myself up to my fate; short of jump­
ing out of the window * on my left there was nothing else 
I could do. Having decided that my knowledge of Spanish 
was limited shecame to the conclusion that I would get 
a better grasp of her conversation if she shouted, so now 
the whole plane was party to our exchange of confi­
dences. Her name, it appeared, was Rosa Lillipampila 
and she was on her way to visit her married son in Salta. 
She had not seen him for three years, and this was to be 
a terrific * reunion. This was also her first flight in a 
plane, and she was taking a childlike delight in it. She 
kept breaking off her conversation with shrill cries 
(which made the more nervous of the other passengers 
jump) in order to lean over тег enveloping me in scent 
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and bosom, to peer at some landmark passing below. 
Several times I offered to change seats with her, but 
she would not hear of it. When the steward came round 
with morning coffee she fumbled for her bag to pay, 
and when it was explained that it was free she was so 
delighted that you would have thought the rather grubby 
paper cup full of gritty liquid was a magnum * of cham­
pagne which the benevolent air company had bestowed 
upon her. Presently the red lights went on to tell us 
that we were landing yet again at some obscure township 
to refuel, and I helped her struggle to get the safety belt 
round her enormous girth. This was a strenuous task, 
and her shrieks of merriment at our efforts echoed up 
and down the plane.

“You see," she panted, between gusts of laughter, 
“when one has six children and one likes to eat, one 
loses control over the size of one’s body.”

At last, just as the plane touched down, we got the 
belt hitched round her.

We clambered out on to the tarmac,*  stiff and crum­
pled, and I found that my girl-friend moved with the 
grace and lightness of a cloud. She had obviously decided 
that I was to be her conquest of the trip, and so, with a 
courteous, old world * gesture I offered her my arm, and 
she accepted it with a beaming, coquettish smile. Linked 
together like a courting couple we made our way towards 
the inevitable small cafe and toilets that decorated tlia 
airport. Here she patted my arm, told me she would not 
be long, and drifted to the door marked “Sefioras”, through 
which she passed with difficulty.

While she was communing with nature I took the 
opportunity to examine a large bush which grew along­
side the little cafe. It was about the size of the average 
hydrangea,*  and yet on its branches and among its 
leaves (after only a cursory inspection) I found fifteen 
different species of insect and five species of spider. 
It was obvious we were nearing the tropical area. Then 
I spotted a very old friend of mine, a praying mantis, * 
perched on a leaf, swaying from side to side and glaring 
about with its pale, evil eyes. I detached it from its perch 
and was letting it stalk its way up my arm, when my 
girl-friend returned. On seeing the creature she let out a 
cry that could, with a following windj, have been heard in
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Buenos Aires, but, to my surprise, it was not a cry of 
horror, but a cry of delighted recognition.

“Ah, the Devil’s horse!” she cried excitedly. “When 
I was a child we often used to play with them.”

This interested me, for, as a child in Greece, I used to 
play with them as well, and the local people had also 
called them the Devil’s horse. So, for ten minutes or so, 
we played with the insect, making it run up and down 
each other’s arms, and laughing immoderately, so that 
all the other passengers obviously doubted our sanity. 
At last we returned the mantis to his bush and went to 
have a coffee,*  but just at that moment an official arrived, 
and with apologetic hand-spreading informed us that we 
would be delayed two hours. Groans of rage rose from 
the assembled passengers. There was, however, the offi­
cial went on, a company bus which would run us into 
town, and there, at a hotel, the air company had arranged 
for us to have anything we wanted at their expense. 
My girl-friend was delighted. Such generosity! Such 
kindness! I helped her into the bus, and we rattled over 
the dusty road into the town and drew up outside 
a curiously Victorian-looking hotel.

Inside, the hotel was so ornate that my lady friend was 
quite overcome. There were huge, brown, imitation 
marble pillars, pots and pots of decayed-looking palms, 
flocks of waiters who looked like ambassadors on holi­
day, and a sort of mosaic of tiny tables stretching away, 
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apparently, to the farthest horizon. She held very tight 
to my arm as I steered her to a table and we sat down. 
All this splendour seemed to bereave her of speech, so 
in my halting Spanish I ordered lavishly from one of 
the ambassadors (who did not appear to have shaved 
since his last official function) and settled back to enjoy 
it. Soon, under the influence of five large cups of coffee 
with cream, a plate of hot medialimas * and butter, 
followed by six cream cakes and a half pound of grapes, my 
companion lost her awe of the place, and even ordered one 
of the ambassadors to fetch her another plate to put 
her grape-pips on.

Presently, replete with free food, we made our way 
outside to the coach. The driver was sitting on a mud­
guard,*  moodily picking his teeth with a matchstick. 
We inquired if we were now ready to return to the airport. 
He gazed at us with obvious distaste.

“Media hora," * he said, and returned to the cavity in 
his back molar,*  in which he obviously hoped to find a 
rich deposit of something, maybe uranium.

So my girl-friend and I went for a walk round the 
town to kill time. She was delighted to have this chance to 
act as guide to a real foreigner, and there was nothing she 
did not show and explain to me. This was a shoe-shop... 
see, there were shoes in the window, so one knew, without 
a shadow of a doubt, that it was a shoe-shop. This was a 
garden, in which they grew flowers. That was a donkey, 
over there, that animal tethered to a tree. Ah, and here 
we had a chemist’s shop, where you purchased medicines 
when you were not well. Oblivious to the people trying to 
force their way past on the pavement, she insisted on 
standing in front of the chemist’s window and giving 
such a realistic display of suffering that I expected some­
one to call for an ambulance, if the town boasted of 
such an amenity. Altogether our tour was a great suc­
cess, and I was quite sorry when we had to return to the 
bus and be driven back to the airport.

Once more in the plane we had the Herculean task * of 
lashing her into her seat, and then unlashing her once we 
were airborne on the last leg * of our journey. Hitherto 
the country we had been flying over had been typical 
Pampa, with here and there an occasional outcrop of 
SHiall hills, but by and large * the view from the plane
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had been flat and featureless. But now the hills became 
more and more frequent, and higher and higher, covered 
with scrub and gigantic cacti like huge green surrealist 
candelabra.*  And then the air-pockets started.

The first was quite a big one, and one felt one’s stom­
ach had been left at least a hundred feet up as the plane 
dropped. My companion, who had been in the middle of 
an intricate and — to me — almost incomprehensible 
story about some remote cousin, opened her mouth wide 
and uttered a cry of such a piercing quality that the 
whole of the aircraft was thrown into confusion. Then, 
to my relief she hurst into peals of happy laughter.

“What was that?” she asked me.
I did my best, in my limited Spanish, to explain the 

mysteries of air-pockets, and managed to get the basic 
facts across to her. She lost all interest in the story about 
her cousin, and waited expectantly for the next air- 
pocket to make its appearance so that she could enjoy 
it to the full, for, as she explained, she had not been 
prepared for the first one. She was soon rewarded with 
a real beauty, and greeted it with a scream of delight 
and a flood of delighted laughter. She was like a child on 
a switchback in a fair, and she treated the whole thing 
as a special treat which the air company had provided 
for her enjoyment, like the meal we had just eaten. 
The rest of the passengers, I noticed, were not treating the 
air-pockets in the same light-hearted way, and they were 
all glowering at my fat friend with faces that were grow­
ing progressively greener. By now we were flying over 
higher and higher ground, and the plane dropped and 
rose like a lift out of control. The man across gangway 
had reached a shade of green I would not have thought 
the human countenance could have achieved. My friend 
noticed this too, and was all commiseration. She leant 
across the gangway.

“Are you ill, senor?” she inquired. He nodded mutely.
“Ah, you poor thing,” she said and burrowing into 

her bag produced a huge bag of very sticky and pungent 
sweets which she thrust at him.

“These are very good for sickness,” she proclaimed. 
“Take one.”

The poor man took one look at the terrible congealed 
mass in the paper bag and shook his head vigorously. 
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jdy friend shrugged, gave him a glance of pity, 
popped three of the sweets into her mouth. As she sm 
vigorously and loudly she suddenly noticed somet 
that had escaped her sharp eyes before, the brown p 
bag in a little bracket attached to the back of the 
in front of us. She pulled it out and peered inside, obvi 
]y wondering if some other magnificent largesse * j 
the kindly air company was concealed inside it. 1 
she turned a puzzled eye on me.

“What is this for?” she asked in a penetrating v< 
I explained the necessity of the paper bag. She Im 

aloft and examined it minutely.
“Well,” she said at last, “if I wanted to get si< 

should want something much larger than that.”
The man across the gangway cast a look at her ar 

form and the size of the brown paper bag, and the vi 
conjured up by her words was obviously too much 
him, for he dived precipitously for his own bag 
buried his face in it.

When the plane eventually touched down my i 
friend and I were the only ones who dismounted witl 
looking as though we had just been through a hurric 
In the foyer * of the airport her son was waiting, a pl 
ant-faced man who was identical in shape to his mot 
Uttering shrill cries they undulated towards each о 
and embraced with a fat-quivering crash. When 1 
surfaced, I was introduced and commended for the 
I had taken of my protegee * en route * Then, bee; 
the driver who was to meet me was nowhere to be s 
the entire Lillipampila family (son, wife, three chih 
and grandmother) hunted round the airport like foxhot 
until they found him. They saw me to the car, embn 
me, told me to be sure to look them up*  when I 
in Salta, and stood, a solid fagade of fat,*  beaming 
waving as I drove off on my way to Calilegua, the p 
where I was to stay. Kindness in Argentina is apt t( 
overwhelming, and after having been embraced by 
entire Lillipampila family I felt every bone in my b 
aching. I gave the driver a cigarette, lit one mj 
and leant back and closed my eyes. I felt I deserved a 
moments’ relaxation.



Chapter Five

JUJUY

The elegance of the grasses, 
the novelty of the parasit­
ical plants, the beauty of the 
flowers, the glossy green of the 
foliage, but above all the general 
luxuriance of the vegetation, 
filled me with admiration.

CHARLES DARWIN: 
. The Voyage of H. M, S, Beagle

Calilegua was primarily a sugar-producing estate 
though it also grew a certain amount of the more tropical 
varieties of fruit for the Buenos Aires market. It was 
a flat plain that lay cupped in a half-moon of moun­
tains * that were covered with thick, tropical forest. It 
was curious how suddenly you came upon this lushness 
of vegetation. We left the airport and for the first hour 
or so drove through a desiccated landscape of semi- 
eroded hills, sun-baked, scrub-covered, dotted here and 
there with the great swollen trunks of the palo borracho 
trees, their bark as thickly covered with spines as a hedge­
hog’s backj and here and there you saw one of the giant 
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cacti rearing up, perhaps twenty feet high, decorated 
with strange curving branches. These again were spine- 
covered and unfriendly. Then we sped round a couple 
of corners, down a hill and into the valley of Calilegua, 
and the vegetation changed, so suddenly that it was al­
most painful to the eye. Here were the vivid greens of 
the tropics, so many shades and some of such viridescence * 
that they make the green of the English landscape look 
grey in comparison. Then, as if to assure me that I was 
back in the tropics, a small flock of parakeets * swooped 
across the road, wheezing and chittering. Shortly after­
wards we passed a group of Indians, dressed in tattered 
shirts and trousers and gigantic straw hats. They were 
short and squat, with Mongolian features and the curious 
sloe-coloured * eyes over which there seems to be a 
bloom * like a plum that covers thought and expression. 
They glanced at the car incuriously as we passed. After 
being among Europeans so long, and in the flat scenery 
of the Pampa and Patagonia, the Indians, the parakeets 
and the vividness of the country through which we drove 
went to my head like wine.

Presently the driver slowed down and swung off the 
main road on to a rough track that was thickly lined on 
both sides by thick clumps of gigantic bamboos, some of 
the canes being as thick as a man’s thigh and pale hon­
ey-coloured, tiger-striped with green. These huge canes 
bent gracefully over the road and intertwined their 
fluttering green leaves overhead so thickly that the road 
was gloomy, and it was like driving down the nave * of 
a cathedral. The sunlight flickered and flashed between 
the giant stems as we drove down the rutted track, and 
above the noise of the car engine I could hear the strange 
groans and squeaks that bamboos make when swayed 
by the wind. Presently we came to a villa half-hidden 
in a riot * of flowers and creepers, and here the car stopped. 
Joan Lett, who, with her husband Charles, had invited 
me to Calilegua, came out to greet me, took me inside 
and gave me the most welcome cup of tea. Presently, 
when Charles returned from his work, we sat on the 
balcony in the fading indigo evening night and discussed 
my plan of campaign.

It has always been my experience in most parts of 
the world, that if you go to an area which is fairly well 
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populated you can obtain most of your common local 
fauna without much difficulty, for the local people 
keep the creatures either as pets, or rear them until 
they are old enough to form the basis for a meal. So 
your first job should be to go round every ranch and 
village in the vicinity and buy what you can. Then you 
can review your collection and try and fill in the gaps 
(which are generally the rare creatures) yourself. I pro­
pounded this philosophy to Charles, as the ice tinkled 
musically in our gin-and-tonics,*  but to my dismay 
he was not inclined to agree with me. He said that he 
did not think the Indians in Calilegua kept anything 
in the livestock line, except the usual run * of cats, 
dogs and chickens. However, he promised that the next 
day he would get one of his more intelligent helpers 
to make inquiries in the village, and let me know 
the result. I went to bed fortified by gin but in a 
gloomy frame of mind, wondering if after all I had come 
to the wrong place. Even the faint whisper of crickets 
outside in the garden and the huge trembling stars 
that told me I was back in the tropics did little to 
cheer me.

The next morning, however, things looked brighter. 
After breakfast I was out in the garden watching a flock 
of gold, blue and silver butterflies feeding on the scarlet 
blooms of a bush when Luna arrived. I had heard him 
singing, in a pleasant tenor voice, as he came down the 
avenue of bamboo, and as he reached the gate he paused 
in his song, clapped his hands in the customary manner 
of anyone in South America when arriving at your house, 
opened the gate and joined me by the bush and the but­
terflies. He was a tiny man, about five feet in height, 
and as slender as a fourteen-year-old boy. He had a 
handsome, faintly skull-like face, with huge dark eyes, 
and black hair that was cropped close to his head. He 
held out a hand that looked as fragile as the butterflies 
we were surrounded by.

“Senor Durrell?” he inquired.
“Yes,” I replied, shaking his hand gently, for fear it 

should break off at the wrist.
“I am Luna,” he said, as if this should be sufficient 

explanation.
“Senor Lett sent you?” I asked.
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“Si, st," he answered, giving me a smile of great charm 
1 sweetness.
We both stood and watched the butterflies drifting 

ind the red blooms, while I racked my brains for the 
ht Spanish phrases.
“jQue Undo,1’ said Luna, pointing at the butterflies, 

',e bicho mas Undo!" *
“Si,” I said. There was another pause, and we smiled 
each other amiably.
“You speak English?” I inquired hopefully.
“No, very small,” said Luna, spreading his hands 

1 smiling gently, as if deploring this terrible gap in 
education.
It was obvious that his knowledge of my language 

s about as extensive as mine was of his. This later 
wed to be true. Both of us could understand a quite 
nplicated conversation in each other’s language, 
; both were incapable of doing more in speech 
n string a few ungrammatical nouns and verbs to­
iler.
“You... I... go Helmuth,” suggested Luna suddenly, 
ving a delicate hand.
I agreed, wondering what a Helmuth was; it was a new 
'd to me, and, as far as I was concerned, could have 
n anything from a new type of jet-engine to a par- 
ilarly low night-club. However, I was willing to try 
Thing once, especially if it turned out to be a night- 
b. We walked down the musically squeaking, creaking, 
aning and rustling avenue of bamboo, and then came 
a large area of lawn, dotted with gigantic palm-trees, 
ir trunks covered with parasitic plants and orchids, 
walked through these towards a long, low red brick 

Iding, while the humming-birds * flipped and whirred 
und us, gleaming and changing with the delicate sheen 
sees on a soap bubble. Luna led me through gauze- 

ered doors into a large cool dining-room, and there, 
ing in solitary state at the end of a huge table, de­
ring breakfast, was a man of about thirty with barley- 
ar coloured hair, vivid blue eyes, and a leathery, 
. humorous face. He looked up as we entered and gave 
a wide, impish grin.
‘Helmuth,” said Luna, pointing to this individual, 
f he had performed a particularly difficult conjuring 
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trick. Helmuth rose from the table and extended a lar< 
freckled hand.

“Hello,” he said, crushing my hand in his, “I’m H 
muth. Sit down and have some breakfast, eh?”

I explained that I had already had some breakfa 
and so Helmuth returned to his victuals, talking to 
between mouthfuls, while Luna, seated the other side 
the table, drooped languidly in a chair and humm 
softly to himself.

“Charles tells me you want animals, eh?” said H 
muth. “Well, we don’t know much about animals he 
There are animals, of course, up in the hills, but I do 
know what you’ll get in the villages. Not much, I shot 
think. However, when I’ve finished eating we go s 
eh?”

When Helmuth had assured himself, somewhat 
luctantly, that there was nothing edible left on 1 
table, he hustled. Luna and myself out to his static 
wagon,*  piled us in and drove down to the village, o’ 
the dusty, rutted roads that would, at the first tor 
of rain, turn into glutinous mud.

The village was a fairly typical one, consisting 
small shacks with walls built out of the jagged off-c 
from the saw mill, and whitewashed. Each stood in 
own little patch of ground, surrounded by a baml 
fence, and these gardens were sometimes filled witl 
strange variety of old tins, kettles and broken ban 
each brimming over with flowers. Wide ditches 1 
of muddy water separated these “gardens” from the ro. 
and were spanned at each front gate by a small, rich 
bridge of roughly-nailed branches. It was at one of th 
little shanties that Helmuth stopped. He peered ho 
fully into the riot of pomegranate trees, covered w 
red flowers, that filled the tiny garden.

“Here, the other day, I think I see a parrot,” he 
plained.

We left the station-wagon and crossed the rick 
little bridge that led to the bamboo gate. Here we clap] 
our hands and waited patiently. Presently, from ins 
the little shack, erupted a brood of chocolate-colou 
children, all dressed in clean but tattered clothi 
who lined up like a defending army and regarded us out 
black eyes., each, without exception, sucking its thu 
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zigorously. They were followed by their mother, a short, 
■ather handsome Indian woman with a shy smile.

“Enter, senores, enter,” she called, beckoning us into 
he garden.

We went in, and, while Luna crouched down and 
jonducted a muttered conversation with the row of fasci- 
lated children, Helmuth, exuding good-will and per- 
;onality,*  beamed at the woman.

“This senor,” he said, gripping my shoulder tightly, as 
f fearful that I might run away, “this senor wants bichos, 
ive bichos, eh? Now, the other day when I passed your 
louse, I saw that you possessed a parrot, a very common 
tnd rather ugly parrot of a kind that I have no doubt 
he senor will despise. Nevertheless, I am bound to show 
t to him, worthless though it is.”

The woman bristled.
“It is a beautiful parrot,” she said shrilly and indig­

ently, “a very beautiful parrot, and one, moreover, of 
kind that is extremely rare. It comes from high up in 

he mountains.”
“Nonsense,” said Helmuth firmly, “I have seen many 

ike it in the market in Jujuy, and they were so common 
hey were practically having to give them away. This one 
s undoubtedly one of those.”

“The senor is mistaken,” said the woman, “this is a 
(lost unusual bird of great beauty and tameness.”

“I do not think it is beautiful,” said Helmuth, and 
deled loftily, “and as for its tameness, it is a matter of 
ndifference to the senor whether it be tame or as wild 
s a puma.”

I felt it was about time I entered the fray.
“Er... Helmuth,” I said tentatively.
“Yes?” he said, turning to me and regarding me with 

is blue eyes flashing with the light of battle.
“I don’t want to interfere, but wouldn’t it be a good 

lea if I saw the bird first, before we start bargaining? 
mean, it might be something very common, or some- 

hing quite rare.”
“Yes,” said Helmuth, struck by the novelty of this 

“yes, let us see the bird.”
He turned and glared at the woman.
“Where is this wretched bird of yours?” he in- 

uired. . ... ■ -
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The woman pointed silently over my left shoulder, 
turning round I found that the parrot had been percl 
among the green leaves of the pomegranate tree some t 
feet away, an interested spectator of our bargain 
As soon as I saw it I knew that I must have it, for it 
a rarity, a red-fronted Tucuman Amazon,*  a bird w] 
was, to say the least of it, unusual in European collect! 
He was small for an Amazon parrot, and his plumage 
a rich grass-green with more than a tinge of yellow i 
here and there; he had bare white rings round his ( 
eyes, and the whole of his forehead was a rich sea 
Where the feathering ended on each foot he appe 
to be wearing orange garters. I gazed at him longin 
Then, trying to wipe the acquisitive * look off my fs 
turned to Helmuth and shrugged with elaborate unconc 
which I am sure did not deceive the parrot’s ownei 
a moment.

“It’s a rarity,” I said, trying to infuse dislike 
loathing for the parrot into my voice, “I must have

“You see?” said Helmuth, returning to the att 
“the senor says it is a very common bird, and he alr< 
has six of them down, in Buenos Aires.”

The woman regarded us both with deep suspic 
I tried to look like a man who possessed six Tucu 
Amazons^ and who really did not care to acquire 
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more. The woman wavered, and then played her trump 
jard. *

“But this one talks,” she said triumphantly.
“The senor does not care if they talk or not,” Hel­

muth countered quickly. We had by now all moved 
towards the bird, and were gathered in a circle round 
the branch on which it sat, while it gazed down at us 
expressionlessly.

“Blanco... Blanco," cooed the woman, “^como te va, 
Blanco?" *

“We will give you thirty pesos for it,” said Helmuth.
“Two hundred,” said the woman, “for a parrot that 

talks two hundred is cheap.”
“Nonsense,” said Helmuth, “anyway, how do we know 

it talks? It hasn’t said anything.”
“Blanco, Blanco,” cooed the woman in a frenzy, 

‘speak to Mama... speak Blanco.”
Blanco eyed us all in a considering way.
“Fifty pesos, and that’s a lot of money for a bird 

that won’t talk,” said Helmuth.
“Madre de Dios*  but he talks all day,” said the wom­

an, almost in tears, “wonderful things he says... he 
is the best parrot I have ever heard.”

“Fifty pesos, take it or leave it,” said Helmuth flatly.
“Blanco, Blanco, speak,” wailed the woman, “say 

something for the senores... please.”
The parrot shuffled his green feathering with a silken 

sound, put his head on one side and spoke.
“Hijo de puta," * he said, clearly and slowly.
The woman stood as though transfixed, her mouth 

spen, unable to believe in the perfidy of her pet. Helmuth 
ittered a great sigh as of someone who knows the battle 
s won. Slowly, and with a look of utter malignancy, 
re turned to the unfortunate woman.

“So!” he hissed, like the villain in a melodrama. 
So! This is your idea of a talking parrot, eh?”

“But, senor...” began the woman faintly.
“Enough!” said Helmuth, cutting her short. “We have 

ward enough. A stranger enters your gates, in order to 
ielp you by paying you money (which you need) for a 
vorthless bird. And what do you do? You try and cheat 
lim by telling him your bird talks, and thus get him 
о pay more ”
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“But it does talk” protested the woman faintly,
“Yes, but what does it say?” hissed Helmuth. He 

paused, drew himself up to his full height, took a deep 
breath and roared:

“It tells this good-natured, kindly sefior that he is 
the son of a whore.”

The woman looked down at the ground and twiddled 
her bare toes in the dust. She was beaten and she knew it.

“Now that the senor knows what disgusting things you 
have taught this bird I should not think he will want it,” 
continued Helmuth. “I should think that now he will 
not even want to offer you fifty pesos for a bird that has 
insulted not only him, but his mother.”

The woman gave me a quick glance, and returned 
to the contemplation of her toes. Helmuth turned to me.

“We have got her,” he said in a pleading tone of voice, 
“all you have to do is to try to look insulted.”

“But I am insulted," I said, trying to look offended 
and suppress the desire to giggle. “Never, in fact, in a 
long career of being insulted, have I been so insulted.”

“You’re doing fine,” said Helmuth, holding out both 
hands as if begging me to relent. “Now give in a bit."

I tried to look stern but forgiving, like one of the less 
humorous saints one sees in ikons.

“All right,” I said reluctantly, “but only this once. 
Fifty, you said?”

“Yes,” said Helmuth, and as I pulled out my wallet 
he turned again to the woman. “The senor, because he 
is the very soul of kindness, has forgiven you the insult. 
He will pay you the fifty pesos that you demanded, 
in your greed.”

The woman beamed. I paid over the grubby notes, 
and then approached the parrot. He gazed at me musingly. 
I held out my finger, and he gravely climbed on to it, 
°nd then made his way up my arm to my shoulder. Here 

5 paused, gave me a knowing look, and said quite clearly 
id loudly:

“c:Como te va, сото te va, que tai?” * and then gig- 
ed wickedly.

“Come on,” said Helmuth, revitalised by his session 
bargaining. “Let’s go and see what else we can find.” 
We bowed to the woman, who bowed to us. Then, 
we closed the bamboo gate behind us and were get­



ting into the car, Blanco turned on my shoulder and fired 
his parting shot.

“Estupido,” he called to his late owner, “may estupido.”*
“That parrot,” said Helmuth, hastily starting the 

car, “is a devil.”
I was inclined to agree with him.
Our tour of the village was not entirely unproductive. 

By careful questioning and cross-questioning nearly 
everyone we met we managed to run to earth * five 
yellow-fronted Amazon parrots, an armadillo and two 
grey-necked guans.*  These latter are one of the game­
birds, known locally as charatas, which is an onomatopoeic*  
name resembling their cry. They look, at first glance, 
rather like a slim and somewhat drab hen pheasant 
of some species. Their basic colouring is a curious brown 
(the pale colour a stale bar of chocolate goes *)  fading to 
grey on the neck. But, see them in the sun and you dis­
cover that what you thought was a mat brown is really 
slightly iridescent with a golden sheen. Under the chin 
they have two drooping red wattles, and the feathers 
on their heads, when they get excited, stand up in a 
kind of crest that looks like a lengthy crew-cut. They were 
both young birds, having been taken from the nest when 
a few days old and hand-reared, so they were ridiculously 
tame. The Amazon parrots were also tame, but none 
of them had the knowingness or the vocabulary of Blanco. 
All they could do was to mutter “Lorito" * at intervals, 
and whistle shrilly. Nevertheless, I felt for one morning’s 
work we were not doing too badly, and so I carried my 
purchases back in triumph to the house, where Joan 
Lett had kindly allowed me to use their empty garage 
as a sort of storehouse for my creatures.

As I had no cages ready for the reception of my brood, 
I had to let them all loose in the garage and hope for the 
best. To my surprise this arrangement worked very well. 
The parrots all found themselves convenient perches, 
just out of pecking range of each other, and, though it 
had obviously been agreed that Blanco was the boss; 
there was no unmannerly squabbling. The guans also found 
themselves perches, but these they only used to sleep 
on, preferring to spend their days stalking about the 
floor of the garage, occasionally throwing back their 
heads and letting forth their ear-splitting cry. The 
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armadillo, immediately on being released, fled behind 
a large box, and spent all day there meditating, only 
tip-toeing out at night to eat his food, casting many 
surreptitious and fearful glances at the sleeping birds.

By the following day the news had spread through 
the village that there had arrived a mad gringo * who 
was willing to pay good money for live animals, and 
the first trickle of specimens started. The first arrival 
was an Indian carrying, on the end of a length of string, 
a coral snake * striped in yellow, black and scarlet, like 
a particularly revolting Old School tie.*  Unfortunately, 
in his enthusiasm, the Indian had tied the string too 
tightly about the reptile’s neck, and so it was very 
dead.

I had better luck with the next offering. An Indian 
arrived clasping a large straw hat tenderly to his bosom. 
After a polite exchange of greetings I asked to see what 
he had so carefully secured in his hat. He held it out, 
beaming hopefully at me, and then looking into the 
depths of the hat I saw reclining at the bottom, with 
a dewy-eyed expression * on its face, the most delightful 
kitten. It was a baby Geoffrey’s cat,*  a small species 
of wild cat which is getting increasingly rare in South 
America. Its basie colouring was a pale fawny yellow, 
and it was dappled all over with neat, dark brown spots. 
It regarded me with large bluey-green eyes from the 
interior of the hat, as if pleading to be picked up. I should 
have known better. In my experience it is always the 
most innocent-looking creatures that can cause you the 
worst damage. However, misled by its seraphic * expres­
sion, I reached out my hand and tried to grasp it by 
the scruff of the neck. The next moment I had a bad bite 
through the ball of my thumb and twelve deep red grooves 
across the back of my hand. As I withdrew my hand, 
cursing, the kitten resumed its innocent pose, apparently 
waiting to see what other little game I had in store for 
it. While I sucked my hand like a half-starved vampire, 
I bargained with the Indian and eventually purchased 
my antagonist. Then I tipped it, hissing and snarling 
like a miniature jaguar, out of the hat and into a box 
full of straw. There I left it for an hour or so to settle 
down. I felt that its capture and subsequent transpor­
tation in a straw hat might be mainly responsible for 
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its fear and consequent bad temper, for the creature was 
only about two weeks old, as far as I could judge.

When I thought it had settled down and would bo 
willing to accept my overtures of friendship, I removed 
the lid of the box and peered in hopefully. I missed 
losing my left eye by approximately three millimetres. 
I wiped the blood from my cheek thoughtfully; obviously 
my latest specimen was not going to be easy. Wrapping 
my hand in a piece of sacking I placed a saucer of raw 
egg and minced meat in one corner of the box, and a 
bowl of milk in the other, and then left the kitten to its 
own devices.*  The next morning neither of the offerings 
of food had been touched. With a premonition that this 
was going to hurt me more than the kitten, I filled one 
of my feeding-bottles with warm milk, wrapped my 
hand in sacking and approached the box.

Now I have had, at one time and another, a fair 
amount of experience in trying to get frightened, irri­
tated or just plain stupid animals to feed from a bottle, 
and I thought that I knew most of the tricks. The Geoff­
roy’s kitten proceeded to show me that, as far as it was 
concerned, I was a mere tyro * at the game. It was so 
lithe, quick and strong for its size that after half att 
hour of struggling I felt as though I had been trying 
to pick up a drop of quicksilver with a couple of crowbars. 
I was covered in milk and blood and thorougly exhausted, 
whereas the kitten regarded me with blazing eyes and 
seemed quite ready to continue the fight for the next 
three days if necessary. The thing that really irritated 
me was that the kitten had — as I knew to my cost — 
very well-developed teeth, and there seemed no reason 
why it should not eat and drink of its own accord, but, 
in this stubborn mood, I knew that it was capable of 
quite literally starving itself to death. A bottle seemed 
the only way of getting any nourishment down it. I put 
it back in its box, washed my wounds, and was just 
applying plaster to the deeper of them when Luna ar­
rived, singing cheerfully.

“Good morning, Gerry,” he said, and then stopped 
short and examined my bloodstained condition. His eyes 
widened, for I was still bleeding profusely from a number 
of minor scratches.

“What’s this?” he asked. ..... .. . 5
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г “A cat... goto,” * I said irritably.
“Puma... jaguar?” he asked hopefully.
“No,” I said reluctantly, “chico gato monies.” *
“Chico gato mantes,” he repeated incredulously, “« 

this?”
“Yes. The bloody little fool won’t eat. I tried it on tl 

bottle, but it’s just like a damned tiger. What it real 
needs is an example...” my voice died away as an id« 
struck me. “Come on, Luna, we’ll go and see Edna

“Why Edna?” inquired Luna breathlessly as he fc 
lowed me down the road to Helmuth’s flat.

“She can help,” I said.
“But Gerry, Helmuth won’t like it if Edna is bitt« 

by a gato mantes,” Luna pointed out in Spanish.
“She won’t get bitten,” I explained. “I just want h 

to give me a kitten.”
Luna gazed at me with dark, puzzled eyes, but tl 

conundrum * was too much for him, and so he mere 
shrugged and followed me round to Helmuth’s front doo 
I clapped my hands and went into Helmuth’s and Edna 
comfortable sitting-room, where Edna was ensconced ov 
a huge pile of socks, darning placidly and listening 
the gramophone.

“Hello,” she said, giving us her wide, attracti1 
smile, “the gin is over there, help yourself."

Edna had a beautiful and placid nature: nothii 
seemed to worry her unduly. I am sure that if you walkt 
into her sitting-room with fourteen Martians in tow * si 
would merely smile and point out the location of tl 
gin.

“Thank you, dear,” I said, “but I didn’t come f 
gin, strange though it may sound.”

“It does sound strange,” agreed Edna, grinning at в 
mischievously. “Well, if you don’t want gin, what t 
you want?”

“A kitten.” • •;
“A kitten?”
“Yes... you know, a small cat.”
“Today Gerry is loco," * said Luna with convictio 

pouring out two liberal measures of gin and handii 
one to me.

“I have just bought a baby gato montes," I explain« 
to Edna. “It’s extremely wild. It won’t eat by itse]
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and this is what it did to me when I tried to feed it on 
the bottle.” I displayed my wounds. Edna’s eyes widened.

“But how big is this animal?” she asked.
“About the size of a two-week-old domestic cat.”
Edna looked stern. She folded up the sock she was 

darning.
“Have you put disinfectant on those cuts?” she in­

quired, obviously preparing herself for a medical orgy.
“Never mind the cuts... I washed them... But what 

I want from you is a kitten, an ordinary kitten. Didn’t 
you say the other day that you were infested with kittens 
over here?”

“Yes,” said Edna, “we have plenty of kittens.” :=, 
“Good. Well, can I have one?”
Edna considered.
“If I give you a kitten will you let me disinfect your 

cuts?” she asked cunningly. I sighed.
“All right, blackmailer,” I said.
So Edna disappeared into the kitchen quarters, from 

whence came a lot of shrill exclamations and much gig­
gling. Then Edna returned with a bowl of hot water and 
proceeded to minister unto my cuts and bites, while 
a procession of semi-hysterical Indian maids filed into 
the room, carrying in their arms groups of kittens of all 
shapes and colours, from ones still blind to ones that 
were half grown and looked almost as wild as my Geof­
frey's cat. Eventually I chose a fat, placid female tabby * 
which was approximately the same size and age as my wild 
cat, and carried it back in triumph to the garage. Here I 
spent an hour constructing a rough cage, while the tabby 
kitten purred vigorously and rubbed itself round my legs, 
occasionally tripping me up. When the cage was ready I 
put the tabby kitten in first, and left it for an hour or so 
to settle down.

Most wild animals have a very strong sense of territory. 
In the wild state, they have their own particular bit of 
forest or grassland which they consider their own pre­
serve, and will defend it against any other member of 
their own species (or other animals sometimes) that 
tries to enter it. When you put wild animals into cages 
the cages become, as far as they are concerned, their 
territory. So, if you introduce another animal into the 
same cagOj the first inmate will in all probability defend
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it vigorously, and you may easily have a fight to the 
death on your hands. So you generally have to employ 
low cunning. Suppose, for example, you have a large 
vigorous creature who is obviously quite capable of look­
ing after itself, and it had been in a cage for a period 
of a few weeks. Then you get a second animal of the same 
species, and you want to confine them together, for the 
sake of convenience. Introduce the new specimen into 
the old one’s cage, and the old one may well kill it. 
So the best thing to do is to build an entirely new cage, 
and into this you introduce the weaker of the two ani­
mals. When it has settled down, you then put the strong­
er one in with it. The stronger one will, of course, still 
remain the dominant animal, and may even bully the 
weaker one, but as far as he is concerned he has been 
introduced into someone else’s territory, and this takes 
the edge off his potential viciousness.*  It’s a sort of Life­
manship * that any collector has to practise at one time 
or another.

In this case I was sure that the baby Geoffroy’s was 
quite capable of killing the domestic kitten, if I intro­
duced the kitten to it, instead of the other way round. 
So, once the tabby had settled down, I seized the Geof­
froy’s and pushed it, snarling and raving, into the cage, 
and stood back to see what would happen. The tabby 
was delighted. It came forward to the angry Geoffroy’s 
and started to rub itself against its neck, purring loudly. 
The Geoffroy’s, taken aback by its greeting as I had 
hoped, merely spat rather rudely, and retreated into a 
corner. The tabby, having made the first overtures of 
friendship, sat down, purring loudly, and proceded to 
wash itself with a self-satisfied air. I covered the front 
of the cage with a piece of sacking and left them to settle 
down, for I was sure now that the Geoffroy’s would do 
the tabby no real harm.

That evening, when I lifted the sacking, I found them 
lying side by side, and the Geoffroy’s, instead of spitting 
at me as it had done up until now, contented itself 
with merely lifting its lip in a warning manner. I care­
fully inserted a large bowl of milk into the cage, and a 
plate containing the finely-chopped meat and raw egg, 
which I wanted the Geoffroy’s to eat. This was the crucial 
test, for I was hoping that the tabby would fall upon 
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this delicious fare and, by example, encourage the Geof 
froy’s to eat. Sure enough, the tabby, purring like an an 
cient outboard engine,*  flung itself at the bowl of milk 
took a long drink and then settled down to the mea 
and egg. I had retreated to a place where I could set 
without being seen, and I watched the Geoffroy’s care 
fully. To begin with it took no interest at all, lying then 
with half-closed eyes. But eventually the noise the tabbj 
was making over the egg and meat — it was a rathe: 
messy feeder — attracted its attention. It rose cautiouslj 
and approached the plate, while I held my breath. Delicate 
ly it sniffed round the edge of the plate, while the tabbj 
lifted a face that was dripping with raw egg and gavt 
a mew of encouragement, slightly muffled by the portior 
of meat it had in its mouth. The Geoffroy’s stood pon 
dering for a moment, and then, to my delight, sank dowr 
by the plate and started to eat. In spite of the fact that 
it must have been extremely hungry it ate daintily 
lapping a little raw egg, and then picking up a morse 
of meat which it chewed thoroughly before swallowing 
I watched them until, between them, they had cleaner 
both plates, then I replenished them with more milk 
egg and meat, and went to bed well satisfied. The nexi 
morning both plates were spotless, and the Geoffroy’i 
and the tabby were locked in each other’s arms, fas1 
asleep, their stomachs bulging like two little hairy bal­
loons. They did not wake up until midday, and ther 
they both looked distinctly debauched.*  But when thej 
saw me approaching with the plates of food they bolt 
displayed considerable interest, and I knew that my bat­
tle with the Geoffroy’s was won.



Chapter Six

: A CITY OF BICHOS
■J

The excitement from the 
novelty of objects, and the 

; chance of success, stimulate him
to increased activity.

CHARLES DARWIN: 
The Voyage of H. M. S. Beagle

Ever since my arrival in Calilegua, Luna had been 
pestering me to accompany him to a town called Oran, 
which lay some fifty miles away, and where, he assured me, 
I would get plenty of bichos. I was a bit chary about 
this idea, for I knew how easy it is to rush frantically 
from one place to another on a collecting trip, and, though 
each place in itself might be a good centre, you achieve 
very little by virtue of your grasshopper-like activities.*  
I decided to discuss it with Charles, and so, that evening, 
as we sat gently imbibing gin and watching a moon with 
a blue halo silvering the palm fronds2* I put my problem 
to him.
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vvny is Luna so keen on Oran?” I asked.
“Well,” said Charles drily, “it’s his home town, f 

one thing, but this might prove an advantage, for 
means that he knows everyone. I think you could do won 
than go and investigate,*  Gerry. It’s got a much bigg« 
population than Calilegua, and in view of what you’v 
found here, I should think you’d get twice as muc 
stuff there.”

“Can Luna get the time off?” * I asked.
Charles smiled his gentle smile.
“I don’t think that we would notice his absence foi 

three days,” he said, “and that should give you time 
to denude Oran of whatever fauna is lurking there.”

“Could we leave on Monday?” I inquired hopefully.
“Yes,” said Charles, “that would be all right.”
“Wonderful,” I said, finishing my drink, “and now 

I must go across and see Edna."
“Why Edna?”
“Well, someone’s got to feed my animals, while I’m 

away, and I’m hoping Edna has a kind heart.”
I found Helmuth, Edna and Luna arguing over the 

relative merits of two folk-songs which they kept playing 
over and over again on the gramophone. Edna pointed 
silently to the drinks and I helped myself, and then 
went and sat on the floor at her feet.

“Edna,” I said, during a lull in the argument, “I love 
you.”

She raised one eyebrow sardonically and regarded me.
“If Helmuth wasn’t bigger than me I would suggest 

that we elope,” I went on, “since the first day I saw you 
I have been mad about you, your eyes, your hair, the way 
you pour gin...”

“What do you want?” she inquired.
I sighed.
“You have no soul," I complained. “I was just getting 

into my stride.*  Well, if you must know, Charles says 
that Luna and I can go to Oran for three days. Will you 
look after my animals for me?”

“But, of course,” she said, surprised that there should 
have been any doubt in my mind.

“But, of course," echoed Helmuth. “Gerry, you are 
very stupid. I tell you we will help all we can. You hav 
only to ask. We will try and do anything for you."
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He splashed more gin into my glass.
“Except,” he added reluctantly, “let you elope with 

Qy wife.”
So, early on Monday morning, Luna and I set out 

n a small station-wagon driven by a gay, semi-inebri- 
ted * individual, sporting * a moustache so large it 
>oked like a Nature Reserve.*  We took with us only 
ie bare essentials of travel: Luna’s guitar, three bottles 
! wine, my wallet well stuffed with pesos, recording 
achine and cameras. We also had a clean shirt each, 
hieb our driver had placed reverently and tenderly 

a pool of oil. All the previous night it had rained 
th a loudness and thoroughness that only the tropics 
n achieve; this now had thinned out to a fine grey 
izzle, but the earth road had turned into something 
sembling the consistency of a badly-made blancmange-*  
na, undeterred by the weather, the surface of the road 
i the doubtful driving capabilities of our driver, the 
e of our clean shirts and the fact that the roof of the 
tion-wagon leaked daintily but persistently, sang hap- 
y to himself as we slithered and swooped along the 
d to Oran.
We had been travelling some three-quarters of an hour 
m our driver, concentrating more on harmonising with 
ta in a mournful song than on the car, rounded a corner 
two wheels, and as we slithered miraculously on to 
straight again I saw something ahead that made ШУ 
•t sink. Before us lay a torrent of red, froth-flecked 
эг some four hundred yards across. At the edge of 
( like a line of depressed elephants, stood three lorries» 
e in mid-stream, twisted to one side by the force 
ie water, another lorry was being laboriously dragged 
■:s to the opposite bank by a thing like a gigantic 
or, fitted with a winch and steel cable. Our driver 
d the line of waiting lorries, switched off his engine 
beamed at us.
Mucha agua,” * he pointed out to me, in case my ey®~ 
should be defective and I had missed noticing the 

dure Bay of Biscay we had to cross. I knew that 
revious day this broad torrent had probably been 
re trickle of water, shallow and glinting over its 
f pebbles, but one night’s rain had swollen it sud- 
and out of all proportion. I knew^ from experience, 
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how a tiny stream can grow into a fierce full-sized riv 
in next to no time,*  for once in West Africa I had h 
my camp almost washed away by a stream that starb 

; by being a mere three feet wide and four inches dee 
and had, in the course of an hour or so, turned into som 
thing resembling the upper reaches of the Amazon. No 01 
who has not seen this sudden transformation can believe i 
but it can be one of the most irritating (and sometim 
dangerous) aspects of travel in the tropics.

At last, after an hour of waiting, the last of the lorri 
had been hauled over and it was our turn. The hawser w 

i attached to our bumper and gingerly we were drawn in 
' the flood. Slowly the water rose higher and higher, an 
{ became stronger, until it was rustling and lapping aloi 
' one side of the station-wagon like a miniature tidal wav 
: The water spurted in through the cracks of the door ar 
i trickled across the floor under our feet. Gradually tl 
; water rose until it covered our shoes. We were now a] 
proximately half-way across, and the force of the wab 

I was kindly but firmly pushing us downstream so tha 
although to begin with we had been opposite the tract( 
and the winch, we were now some fifty yards downstream 

; from them. The hawser was taut, and I felt as thoug 
' we were some gigantic and misshapen fish that the tw 
laconic-looking Indians on the tractor were playing. 
The water had now reached the level of the seats; hei 
it paused for a moment and then overflowed generousl 
under our behinds. At this crucial moment, sitting 
in half an inch of icy water, we heard the winci 
stop.

“Arrrr!” roared the driver, sticking his head out of th< 
window, his moustache quivering impressively, “fflut 
pasa?” *

One of the Indians leapt off the tractor, and loped 
slowly off down the road; the other pushed his big straw 
hat on to the back of his head and slowly approached 
the bank of the river.

“Nafta no hay," * he explained, scratching his stomach 
with every evidence of satisfaction.

“Fine bloody time for them to run out of petrol,” I said 
irritably to Luna.

“Yes,” said Luna despondently, “but the other Indian 
has gone for some. He will not be long.” j
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Half an hour passed. Then an hour. By now our nether 
gions * were so frozen that we were all shifting uneasily 
our seats to try and get some feeling back, making 

iises like a troupe of hippopotami enjoying a wallow 
a particularly succulent swamp. At last, to our relief, 

e Indian appeared loping down the road carrying a can 
petrol. He and other Indian then had a long argu- 

?nt as to the best method of putting the life-giving 
id into the tractor, while our driver roared insults 
them from between chattering teeth. But at last they 
I finished this highly complicated operation, the trac- 
sprang into life, the hawser tightened and we were 
wn slowly but inexorably towards the bank, while 
water-level in the wagon fell.

When we eventually reached dry land we all got out, 
loved our trousers and wrung them out, while our 
ter soundly berated the Indians for their attempted 
licide, while they both grinned amiably at us. 
n the driver, in his shirt-tails,*  opened the bonnet 
he car and peered into the engine, his moustache 
ching, muttering to himself. He had carefully wrapped 
otton waste certain vital parts of the internal organs 
>ur vehicle before we entered the flood, and these 
ow unwrapped, and then proceeded to dry other parts 
he engine. Eventually, he climbed in, pressed the 
er, and with a wide grin of pride, heard the engine 
into life.*  We piled in and jolted off down the roads 

the Indians waving their straw hats in gay farewell.
We had travelled some five miles and were just begin­

ning to dry out when we met our next water hazard.*  
The road here ran along the lower slopes of the moun­
tains, and the terrain was intersected at intervals by 
deep, narrow gorges through which the water from the 
mountains drained. Where the road crossed one of these 
narrow but powerful rivers one would have thought that 
the simplest engineering method would have been to 
throw a small bridge across from bank to bank. Apparently 
the vast numbers of these rivers made this too costly, 
»nd so another method was employed. A slightly concave 
ipron * of cement was laid across the river bed, which 
it least gave your wheels some purchase.*  In the dry 
eason, of course, this looked merely like a continuation v 
f th о ™)adx but when the waters from the mountains



Iiow a tiny stream can grow into a fierce full-sized river 
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J attached to our bumper and gingerly we were drawn into 
: the flood. Slowly the water rose higher and higher, and 
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The water spurted in through the cracks of the door and 
trickled across the floor under our feet. Gradually the 
water rose until it covered our shoes. We were now ap­
proximately half-way across, and the force of the watei 
was kindly but firmly pushing us downstream so that, 
although to begin with we had been opposite the tractoi 
and the winch, we were now some fifty yards downstream 
from them. The hawser was taut, and I felt as though 
we were some gigantic and misshapen fish that the two 
laconic-looking Indians on the tractor were playing.*  
The water had now reached the level of the seats; here 
it paused for a moment and then overflowed generously 
under our behinds. At this crucial moment, sitting 
in half an inch of icy water, we heard the winch 
stop.

“Arrrr!” roared the driver, sticking his head out of the 
window, his moustache quivering impressively, 
pasa?” *

One of the Indians leapt off the tractor, and loped 
slowly off down the road; the other pushed his big straw 
hat on to the back of his head and slowly approached 
the bank of the river.

“Nafta no hay," * he explained, scratching his stomach 
with every evidence of satisfaction.

“Fine bloody time for them to run out of petrol,” I said 
irritably to Luna.

“Yes,” said Luna despondently, “but the other Indian 
has gone for some. He will not be long? >
110



Half an hour passed. Then an hour. By now our nether 
»ions * were so frozen that we were all shifting uneasily 
’our seats to try and get some feeling back, making 
lises like a troupe of hippopotami enjoying a wallow 
a particularly succulent swamp. At last, to our relief, 

e Indian appeared loping down the road carrying a can 
petrol. He and other Indian then had a long argu- 

ent as to the best method of putting the life-giving 
lid into the tractor, while our driver roared insults 
them from between chattering teeth. But at last they 

id finished this highly complicated operation, the trac- 
r sprang into life, the hawser tightened and we were 
awn slowly but inexorably towards the bank, while 
e water-level in the wagon fell.
When we eventually reached dry land we all got out, 

moved our trousers and wrung them out, while our 
iver soundly berated the Indians for their attempted 
unicide, while they both grinned amiably at us. 
len the driver, in his shirt-tails,*  opened the bonnet 
the car and peered into the engine, his moustache 

etching, muttering to himself. He had carefully wrapped 
cotton waste certain vital parts of the internal organs 
our vehicle before we entered the flood, and these 
now unwrapped, and then proceeded to dry other parts 
the engine. Eventually, he climbed in, pressed the 

irter, and with a wide grin of pride, heard the engine 
ar into life.*  We piled in and jolted off down the roadf 
e Indians waving their straw hats in gay farewell.
We had travelled some five miles and were just begin- 

ng to dry out when we met our next water hazard.*  
le road here ran along the lower slopes of the moun- 
ins, and the terrain was intersected at intervals by 
ep, narrow gorges through which the water from the 
auntains drained. Where the road crossed one of these 
rrow but powerful rivers one would have thought that 
e simplest engineering method would have been to 
row a small bridge across from bank to bank. Apparently 
e vast numbers of these rivers made this too costly, 
d so another method was employed. A slightly concave 
ron * of cement was laid across the river bed, which 
least gave your wheels some purchase.*  In the dry 

rson, of course, this looked merely like a continuation 
the roadi but when the waters from the mountains
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stormed down they roared over the apron, sometimes 
four feet deep, and then dropped into a graceful ten foot 
waterfall the other side to join the river lower down. 
A few days covered with water and the cement developed 
a surface like glass, owing to the algae that adhered 
to it, and so it was conciderably more hazardous than 
the original river-bed would have been.

Here there was no winch to help us, and the driver 
nosed * the station-wagon carefully into the red water, 
scowling fearfully behind his bristling moustache. We had 
got half-way across the invisible cement apron, when the 
engine stalled.*  We sat and looked at each other mutely, 
until suddenly the force of the water piling up against 
the side of the vehicle shifted it an inch or so in the direc­
tion of the waterfall on our right, and then we were all 
suddenly galvanised into activity. We none of us wanted 
to be sitting in the station-wagon if the torrent suddenly 
got a good grip on her and swept her over the edge and 
downstream among the tangle of rocks we could see. 
We left the vehicle as one man.

“Push... we must all push,” said Luna, raising his 
voice above the noise of the falls. He was clinging to the 
side of the station-wagon with both hands, for the force 
of the water was considerable. He was so slight in build 
that I expected at any moment to see him plucked away 
by the current and swept over the waterfall like a feather.

“Go round the other side of the car,” I shouted, “the 
water won’t sweep you away there.”

Luna realised the force of this argument, and made his 
way round the wagon in a starfish-like manner, until 
it stood between him and the waterfall. Then we laid 
our shoulders to the wagon and started to push. It was 
quite one of the most unrewarding tasks I have ever under­
taken, for not only were we trying to push the wagon 
up the opposite slope of the cement apron, but we were 
also pushing against the current which all the time was 
trying to twist the wagon round at an angle. After about 
ten minutes of struggling we had managed to shift our 
vehicle approximately three feet nearer the edge of the 
waterfall. I began to get really worried, for at this rate 
I could see the wagon plunging gracefully over the water­
fall in a matter of another half-hour, for the three of us 
alone had not the strength to push her up the slope and
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the 
en-

igainst the current. We had a rope in the back of the 
wagon and, if it was long enough, the only thing 1 
suggest was that we tethered the wagon to a tre0 on t © 
opposite bank, and just sat there until the wat0rs SU0~ 
sided. I was just about to try and put this plan int° bPa0" 
sh, when round the corner of the road on the 0PP°.S1 % 
bank appeared a Fairy Godmother,*  heavily dis^ulS0a 
js a wheezing, snorting lorry, which in spite of its a.Se a0“ 
-ust, looked powerful and phlegmatic. We greeted wi 
shouts of joy. The driver of the lorry took in our Pretlic" 
sment in a glance,*  and slowing down, drove tn® va® 
bulk of his vehicle slowly into the red torren*'  un 1 
be was within a few feet of us. Hastily we got °ut ®^r 
rope and shackled the two vehicles together; tyen t ® 
lorry went into reverse and gently drew our veh>cl® out 
)f the flood and on to dry land. We thanked tbe orry 
Iriver, gave him a cigarette, and watched envi°us У. aa 
ie drove his mighty steed through the torrent 08 1 * 
sad not been there. Then we turned our attention ° e 
aborious and messy process of drying out °ur 
;ine. . ,

Eventually we reached Oran at two o’clock in 0 
ifternoon, having had to navigate three more wat0r a^” 
irds, none of which, fortunately, was as bad as ® 
irst two. Nevertheless, we arrived at Luna’s ho1*8® a 
ooking as though we had spent our entire day in th0 nver» 
vhich was not so far from the truth. Luna’s ch0rmm8 
amily greeted us with delight, whipped our clothe0 away 
о be dried, cooked us an enormous meal, and sa 08 
town to eat it in an indoor courtyard, overflowing W1, 
lowers, where the frail sunlight was just starting W ma 
ts heat felt. While we ate and drank good, 
ed wine, Luna sent an apparently endless stream 
mailer relatives on mysterious missions to different Par 3 
f the town, and they kept reappearing to whisper r®Por s 
о him, whereupon he would nod his head portentou3 У 
nd smile, or else scowl ferociously, according ® 
ews that was being vouchsafed to him. Evcryon0 hac 
n air of suppressed excitement, and stiffened 0X~ 
ectantly if Luna so much as coughed or looked io, eif 
irection. I began to feel as though I was having ]ПС* 
dth the Duke of Wellington on the eve of Watef °°- 
t last he leant forward, poured us both out a last S ass
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of wine, and then grinned at me, his big black ey 
sparkling with suppressed excitement.

“Gerry,” he said in Spanish, “I have found you soi

- “Already?” I asked. “But how?”
He waved a hand at his small army of relativ« 

standing in a grinning line.
“I have sent my family to make inquiries, and th- 

have discovered a number of people who have bichi 
Now it only remains for us to go and buy them if th 
are the bichos you want.”

“Wonderful,” I said enthusiastically, finishing n 
wine at a gulp, “let’s go, shall we?”

So, in ten minutes’ time, Luna and I set off to qu« 
ter * Oran like huntsmen, preceded by our pack of Lun« 
young and excited relatives. The town was not real 
so large, but rather straggling, built on the typical Arge 
tine chessboard pattern. Everywhere we went, as Chari 
had predicted, Luna was greeted with cries of joy, ai 
we had to refuse many invitations of the more bibulous 
variety. But Luna, with a reluctant gleam in his ey 
sternly turned his back on such frivolity, and we co 
tinned on our way. Eventually, one of the younger mei 
bers of our retinue ran ahead and beat a loud tattoo 
a most impressive-looking door of a large house. By t 
time we had reached it the door had been opened by 
ancient woman dressed in black, which made her lo- 
like a somewhat dilapidated cockroach. Luna paused 
front of her and gave her a grave good evening, to whi 
she bowed slightly.

“I know that you have in your house a parrot,” sa 
Luna with the air of a policeman daring a criminal 
deny the existence of a corpse which he knows to be co 
cealed beneath the sofa.

“That is so,” said the woman, mildly surprised.
“This English senor is collecting for his jara 

zoologico * in England,” Luna went on, “and it 
possible that he may wish to purchase this bird 
yours.”

The woman surveyed me from dark, dry eyes, wit 
out curiosity.

“You are welcome to him," she said at last, “for h 
is a dirty bird and he does not talk. My son brought h 
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to me, but if I can sell him I will be only too glad. Com 
in, senores, and see him.”

She shuffled ahead of us and led us into the i nevitable 
courtyard of potted plants, forming the well of the house. 
When I saw the bird it was all I could do to stifle a yelj 
of delight, for the creature was a yellow-naped macaw,’ 
a rare member of the parrot family. It was sitting on th 
remains of a wooden perch which it had obviously, ove 
the past week, demolished slowly and systematical!; 
until scarcely anything remained. It glanced up at u 
as we gathered round it, a fine sliver of wood in its beak 
uttered a short gurking noise, and returned to its worl 
of demolition. Luna gave me a quick glance from hi 
brilliant eyes, and I nodded my head vigorously. He tool 
a deep breath, surveyed the macaw with loathing, am 
then turned to the woman.

“One of the commoner ones, I see,” he said carelessly 
“but even so the senor is interested in buying it. You real 
ise, of course, that for such a common, destructive bird 
and one, moreover, that does not talk, we cannot afforc 
to be generous. The senor would not dream of considering 
paying anything more than, say, twenty-five pesos foi 
such a creature.”

Then he folded his arms and looked at the woman 
waiting for her outburst of indignation at the mere men 
tion of such a low price.

“All right,” said the woman, “you can hav( 
him."

While Luna regarded her open-mouthed she picked 
up the macaw, plonked him unceremoniously on my shoul­
der, and held out her wrinkled palm for the notes which 
I was hastily counting out from my wallet before sht 
changed her mind. We were back in the street again, 
with the macaw makin,g surprised and pleased gurking 
noises in my ear, before Luna recovered the power ol 
speech. Then he shook his head despondently.

“What’s the matter, Luna?” I asked. “It’s a wonderful 
bird, and to get it so cheap is incredible.”

“For your sake,” said Luna gloomily, “I am glad. 
But it makes me fear for the future of Argentina when I 
meet someone who will not bargain, but accepts the first 
price offered. Where would we all be if everyone did 
that?”
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"Life would probably be a lot cheaper,” I pointed out, 
but he refused to be comforted, and continued to grumble 
over the woman’s behaviour for the rest of our tour of 
the town, though a brisk half-hour exchange with a man 
who drove a hard bargain over another parrot shortly 
restored his faith in humanity.

We continued on our way through the town until it grew 
dark, by which time all of us were carrying what amounted 
to a small zoo. There were five parrots (including, 
to my delight, another yellow-naped macaw), two pigmy 
Brazilian rabbits,*  with ginger paws and white spectacles 
of fur round their eyes, and an orange-rumped agouti,*  
a large rodent with dark eyes, slender legs and the dispo­
sition of a racehorse suffering from an acute nervous 
breakdown.*  We carried this assortment of wild life 
back to Luna’s house and let them all loose in the patio,*  
while Luna organised his band of relatives once more 
md sent them scurrying in all directions to fetch empty 
xjxes, wire-netting, saws, hammers, nails and other ac­
coutrements * of the carpenter’s trade. Then, for the next 
wo hours we were fully occupied building suitable habi- 
ationsfor my acquisitions. At length, when the last 
if the creatures had been placed in its cage, Luna and 

sat at the table nearby and ate and drank heartily, 
vhile from the pile of wooden boxes came the faint scuf- 
lings and squawks which are such music to the animal- 
ollector’s ears. Presently, a large tumbler of good wine 
у my side, I sat down in front of the cages to examine 
ly charges by lamplight, while Luna called for his guitar 
nd sang the soft, mournful folk-songs of Argentina, 
scasionally, where the music required it, using the deep 
ooden belly of his guitar as a drum.

The parrots we had acquired were all blue-fronted 
mazons, all rather scruffy because of bad feeding, but 
1 reasonably tame and able to mutter the inevitable 
Mrito" which is the Argentine equivalent of “Polly”. 
5 they were all much the same size and age we had caged 
em together, and now in the lamplight they sat in a 
w, like a highly coloured jury, regarding me with the 
icient, reptilian and falsely-wise expressions that par­
ts are such masters at adopting. I was pleased with 
em in spite of their tattered appearance, for I knew 
at a few weeks of good feeding would make a world 



of difference, and that, at their next moult, their feather 
would glow with lemon-yellow, blue and a multitude 
of greens that would make a collection of emeralds look 
dowdy in comparison. Gently I lowered a piece of sacking 
over the front of their cage and heard them all fluff and 
rearrange their feathers (a sound like someone riffling 
through a pack of cards) preparatory to sleep. Next I 
turned my attention to the yellow-naped macaws, and 
gloated over them for some time. We had, experimentally, 
caged them together, and the way they had immediately 
taken to each other and started to bill and coo inclined 
me to think that they were a true pair. They sat on the 
perch now and regarded me solemnly, occasionally turn­
ing their heads on one side as if to see whether I looked 
any more attractive that way. Basically their colouring 
was a deep, rush green, only relieved * on the neck where 
they had a broad half-moon-shaped patch of feathers which 
were bright canary-yellow.*  For macaws — which are 
as a rule the largest of the parrots — they were diminu­
tive, being slightly smaller and more slender than 
the common Amazon parrots. They gurked gently to 
tne and to each other, their pale eyelids drooping 
deepily over their bright eyes, so I covered them up 
vith sacking and left them.

Next to the macaws the Brazilian rabbits were the 
reatures I was most delighted to have obtained, for 
hey were animals I had long wanted to meet. The two 
m had got were only babies, and I lifted them out of 
heir cage and they sat, one in each hand, comfortably 
Hing my palms with the soft, fat warmth of their 
odies, their noses wiffling with all the strange scents 
' food and flowers with which the patio was filled, 
t first glance you would have taken them for the young 

the common European rabbit, but closer inspection 
on showed the differences. To begin with their ears 
me very short for their size, and very neat and Bien- 
г. The basic colouring on the back was a dark rich 
own, flecked and patterned with rusty-coloured 
tches and blobs. Their feet and part of the leg was a 
ight, rich ginger, and, as I said before, they had a fine 
cle of white hair round each eye. Their nose and lips, 
row noticed, were faintly outlined in white as well, 
ren they were fully adult, I knew, they would still 

117



be among the dwarfs of their breed, being only half the 
size of the European wild rabbit. As far as I knew, no zoo 
in the world possessed these interesting little creatures, 
and I was delighted to have got them, though I had faint 
qualms about being successful in taking them back to 
Europe, for the rabbit and hare family do not, on the 
whole, take kindly to captivity,*  and are reputedly 
difficult. However, these were very young, and I had 
hopes that they would settle down satisfactorily.

When I lifted the sacking off the front of the agouti’s 
cage she leapt straight up into the air, and landed with 
a crash in her straw bed, quivering in every limb, with 
the expression of an elderly virgin who, after years of 
looking under her bed, has at last found a man there. 
However, with the aid of a piece of apple I managed 
to soothe her into a fairly reasonable state, and she actual­
ly allowed me to stroke her. Agoutis are, of course,,



rodents, members of that enormous and interesting family 
that includes creatures pke the harvest mouse, which 
would hardly fill the bowl of a teaspoon, to capybaras * 
that are the size of a large dog and in between these two 
extremes a great variety of squirrels, dormice, rats, por­
cupines and other unlikely * beasts. Agoutis are not, 
let us admit at once, the most prepossessing of their 
family. Го be perfectly frank, they look like a cross be­
tween one of the smaller forerunners of the horse, and a 
rather lugubrious rabbit. Their basic colouring is a rich, 
shining mahogany, fading to reddish-ginger on their 
rumps. Their legs are chocolate brown, very long and 
slender and racehorse-like, ending in a bunch of frail, 
artistic toes which give them the ancient-horse look.*  
Their hind legs are powerful in order to support a back­
side that is out of all proportion to the forequarters, 
so that the creature looks, if I might put it like this, 
as though it had a hump-behind.*  The head is rabbit-like, 
but again slightly elongated so that there is still a faint 
suggestion of horse about it. They have large, fine eyes, 
neat rounded ears and a mass of black whiskers which 
are in a constant state of agitation about everything. Com­
bine all this with the beast’s temperament, its constantly 
neurotic state, its wild leaps into the air at the slightest 
sound followed by a period of acute ague,*  and you begin 
to wonder how the species survives at all. I should imag­
ine that a jaguar would only have to growl once and 
every agouti within a hundred yards radius would die 
of heart-failure immediately. Musing on this I lowered 
the sacking over the front of my agouti’s cage, and she 
immediately leapt once more into the air and came down 
shaking in every limb. However, within a few minutes 
she had recovered from this terrible experience sufficiently 
to make an attack on the apple I had left in the cage 
for her. Luna had now, by the application of song and 
wine, worked himself into a pleasant state where he sat 
at the table, humming softly like a drowsy bee. We had 
a final glass of wine as a nightcap,*  and then, yawning 
prodigiously, stumbled off to bed.

I was awoken at what seemed to me to be a most 
uncivilised hour of the morning by a burst of song from 
Luna’s bed, in the opposite corner of the room. Song 
and music ran through Luna’s being as naturally as the
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blood flowed through b’s veins- When he was not talking 
he whs singing or nnd he is the only шип 1
have ever met who caP staV UP until three in the morn' 
ing and rise at five, bursting into song before he if 
even out of bed. But he sang so pleasantly and with 
«nch nt.vioim п1оячпго that you forgave him, even at thal 
hour of the morning, and, after knowing him some time, 
you took no more nötice of it than you would have done 
of a dawn chorus of t>irds-

“The moon is like a little white drum in the sky, 
he sang from under a pü® °f bedclothes, “leading me tc 
my love with the dark hair and the magic eyes, behind 
the mountains of Tucuman-

“If you sing to all Уоиг female acquaintances at this 
hour of the morning,” 1 sa*d drowsily, I should thinh 
you lead a pretty 1оПе1У life in bed- These thinSs ёе’ 
around, you know.”

He chuckled and stretched luxuriously.
“Today is going to be a fine day’ СеггУ> be said- 

Г wondered how he knew, for the shutters on the twe 
windows were tightly closed. The night air, in which 
the Argentine will sit as late as he pleases without any 
harm tn his heinc becomes, as soon as he retires to bed, a deadly gas waiting to strangle him. So all shutters 
must be tightly closed t0 guard aSainst such a dangerous 
experience. However, wben we had dressed and gone 
out into the patio to breakfast, I found he was right, foi 
it was flooded with sunshine.

We were finishing our last CUP of coffee when oui 
troupe of spies appeared to report. Apparently they had 
been out and about at the crack of dawn,*  and they made 
their reports to Luna aS be sab there, sipping his coffee, 
and occasionally giving a lordly nod. Then one of the 
younger of the spies Was dispatched with money to pur­
chase provisions for ГПУ specimens, and, on his return, 
the spies stood wide-eyad and watched me while I chopped 
up food and vegetables filled bowls with milk or water, 
and generally ministered to my animals. When the last 
one had been fed we filed out into the sunlit street and 
started once more on our search of the town. This time 
Luna used our retinue ^lightly different1?- Wbile we made 
our way to a house whicb he knew contained some wild 
pet, our young helpers fanned out * and explored every 
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alley and street in the immediate vicinity, clapping their 
hands outside people’s doors and, questioning complete 
strangers as to what pets they kept. Everyone was most 
good-humoured about this intrusion on their privacy, 
and, even if they had no creatures themselves, would 
sometimes direct us to another house in which lurked 
some member of the local fauna. By this means, during 
the morning, we ran to earth three more pigmy rabbits, 
another parrot, two seriemas,*  a strange, leggy type of 
bird, and two coatimundis,*  the odd little raccoon-like * 
predator of South America. We took them back to Luna’s 
house, caged them, ate a hearty lunch and then, exhila­
rated by our morning’s success, set out to explore the out­
er limits of Oran, with the aid of an ancient car, let to us 
by one of Luna’s friends.

Luna had learnt, by some M.I.5 * methods of his own, 
that in one of the more farflung portions of the town 
was a man who possessed a wild cat of some sort, but 
no one was quite sure who it was or the exact location 
of his house. Eventually, however, we narrowed our 
search down to one rambling street, and by the simple 
process of knocking or clapping outside every house we 
eventually found the man we were looking for. He was 
a large, dark, sweating and unclean-looking man of about 
forty, with an unhealthy paunch and beady black eyes 
that were alternately cringing or cunning. Yes, he ad­
mitted, he had got a wild cat, an ocelot; * and then, with 
all the fiery eloquence of a pre-election politician, he 
proceeded to tell us about the animal’s beauty, grace, 
tameness, value, coloration, size, appetite, until I began 
to feel that he was trying to sell me an entire zoo instead 
of one animal. Breaking in on his asthmatic eulogy on 
the fine feline tribe in general and his specimen in par­
ticular, we asked to see it. He led us round into one of 
the filthiest backyards I had been in to date, * for in Oran 
and in Calilegua, however poor and tiny the house, the 
backyard was always neat and full of flowers. This looked 
like a council rubbish dump,*  with old broken barrels, 
rusty tin cans, piles of old wire-netting, bicycle wheels 
and other flotsam and jetsam.*  Our host lumbered over 
to a rough wooden cage in one corner which would have 
been small for the average rabbit. He opened the door, 
caught hold of a chain inside and hauled out on to the 



ground one of most pathetic sights I have seen. It 
a half-grown ocelot, and how it managed to fit in 
a small cage was a mystery. But it was its cond: 
that was so appalling. Its coat was so matted wit! 
own filth that you could only just discern the nal 
pattern of the skin. It had a large, running sore on 
flank, and it was so thin that you could, under its ms 
coat, see its ribs and backbone clearly. Indeed, it 
so weak that it wavered from side to side, like a dr 
when it was dropped on to the ground, and eventi 
gave up the attempt to stay upright, and sank deje< 
ly down on to its dirty belly.

“You see how tame it is?” inquired the man, gi 
us a display of tattered yellow teeth in an ingratie 
grin. “She is very tame with everybody. Never has 
been known to bite.” He was patting the cat as he sp 
with one great sweaty palm. I could see that it was 
tameness that stopped the animal from turning on i 
but sheer inertia due to lack of food. She had al; 
reached the point of no return, * where she felt so 
that she just did not care.

“Luna,” I said, making a valiant attempt to 
my temper, “I will pay fifty pesos for this cat. No и 
Even that is too much, for she will probably die. I \\ 
bargain, so you can tell this bloated illegitimate 
of an inadequate whore that he can take it or leave

Luna translated my message, tactfully leaving oul 
character rendering.*  The man clasped his hands in 
ror. Surely we were joking? He giggled feebly. For 
a magnificent animal three hundred pesos would 
beggarly sum to pay. Surely the senor could see a 
a wonderful creature... and so on. But the senor 
seen enough. I spat loudly and accurately into the 
mains of a barrel, lovingly entwined with a bicycle-wl 
gave the man the dirtiest look I could achieve, tu 
on my heel and walked back to the road. I got into 
ancient car and slammed the door with such viol 
that, for a moment, I thought the whole thing was g 
to fall to pieces in the road. I could hear Luna and 
man arguing, and presently, when I detected a wea 
ing note in the repulsive man’s voice, I leant ou 
the window and roared at Luna to come on and not w 
time. Within thirty seconds he appeared.



Give me the money, Gerry,” he said. I gave him the 
pesos, and presently he appeared with the box and 

it in the back seat. We drove off in silence. Presently, 
i I had finished mentally working out what I would 
to have done to the cat’s late owner, which would 
only have been painful but have made his marital 
>, if any, difficult in the extreme, I sighed and lit 
jarette.
We must get home quickly, Luna. That animal’s 
to have a decent cage and some food or she’s going 
ie,” I said. “Also I shall want some sawdust.”
Si, si,” said Luna, his dark eyes worried. “I have 
r seen anyone keep an animal like that. She is half

I think I can save her,” I said. “At least, I think 
e got a fifty-fifty * chance.”
Ve drove in silence along the rutted road for some 
before Luna spoke.

Gerry, you do not mind stopping once more, only 
I minute!” he inquired anxiously. “It is on our way. J 
ar of someone else that has a cat they might sell.” 
Yes, all right, if it’s on the way. But I hope to God 
in better condition than the one we’ve got.” 
resently Luna ran the car off the road on to a siza- 
stretch of greensward. On one corner of this stood 
lapidated-looking marquee,*  and near it a small, 
?red-looking merry-go-round and a couple of small 
hs made of striped canvas now so faded as to be 
st white. Three fat, glossy horses, one a bright pie- 

, grazed near by, and around the marquee and the 
hs trotted a number of well-fed-looking dogs, who 
the air of professionals.*
A’hat is this? It looks like a circus,” I said to Luna, 
ft is a circus,” said Luna, grinning, “only a very 
I one.” 
was amazed that any circus, even a small one, could 

> a living in a place as remote and small as Oran, 
his one appeared to be doing all right for, although 
mops were somewhat decrepit, the animals looked 
od condition. As we left the car a large ginger-haired 
appeared, ducking out from under the flap of the 
uee. He was a muscular individual with shrewd 

eyes and powerful^ well-kept hands^ who looked 
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as though he would be capable of doing a trapeze a 
or a lion act with equal skill. We shook hands, and Lu 
explained our business.

“Ah, you want my puma,” * he grinned. “But I wa 
you I want a lot of money for her... she’s a beauty. В 
she eats too much, and I can’t afford to keep her. Coi 
and see her, she’s over here. A real devil, I can tell yo 
We can’t do a thing with her.”

He led us to a large cage in one corner of whi 
crouched a beautiful young puma, about the size of a lar 
dog. She was fat and glossy, and still had her baby pa 
which, as in all young cats, look about three times too t 
for the body. Her coat was a rich amber colour, and b 
piercing, moody eyes a lovely leaf green. As we a 
proached the cage she lifted one lip and showed her we 
developed baby teeth in a scornful snarl. She was simp 
heavenly, and a joy to look at after the half-starv 
creature we had just bought, but I knew, fingeri 
my wallet, that I should have to pay a lot for her.

The bargaining lasted for half an hour and was co 
ducted over a glass of very good wine which the circ 
proprietor insisted we drank with him. At length I agre 
to a price which, though high, seemed to me to be fa 
Then I asked the man if he would keep her until t 
following day for me, if I paid for her evening me; 
for I knew that she would be in good hands, and I h 
no cage ready for her reception. This our amiable ging 
friend agreed to and the bargain was sealed with anoth 
glass of wine, and then Luna and I drove back hoi 
to try and resurrect the unfortunate ocelot.

When I had built a cage for her, and one of Lunt 
lesser relatives had appeared with a large sackful 
sweet-smelling sawdust, I got the poor creature out 
her evil-smelling box and dressed the wound on her thig 
She just lay on the ground apathetically, though t 
washing of the wound must have hurt considerabl 
Then I gave her a large shot of penicillin, which aga 
she took no notice of. The third operation was to t 
and dry her coat out a bit, for she was drenched wi 
her own urine, and already the skin of her belly at 
paws was fiery red, burnt by the acid. All I could ( 
was literally to cover her in sawdust, rubbing it wi 
into the fur to absorb the moisture, and then gentl;
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1 angles in her fur, and by the time I had finished she ha< 
begun to look faintly like an ocelot. But she still la; 
on°the floor, uncaring. I cut the filthy collar away fron 
her neck, and put her in her new cage on a bed of sawdus 
and straw. Then I placed in front of her a bowl containin; 
one raw egg and a small quantity of finely-minced fresl 
steak. At first she displayed no interest in this, and m; 
heart sank, for I thought she might well have reachet 
the stage of starvation where no amount of tempting 
offerings would induce her to eat. In sheer desperation 
seized her head and ducked her face into the raw egg 
so that she would be forced to lick it off her whiskers 
Even this indignity she suffered without complaint, bu 
she sat back and licked the dripping egg off her lips 
slowly, carefully, like someone sampling a new, foreigi 
and probably dangerous dish. Then she eyed the disl 
with a disbelieving look in her eye. I honestly thinl 
that the animal, through ill-treatment and starvation 
had got into a trance-like state, where she disbelievet 
the evidence of her own senses. Then, while I held m; 
breath, she leant forward and lapped experimental!; 
at the raw egg. Within thirty seconds the plate wa; 
clean, and Luna and I were dancing a complicated tang< 
of delight round the patio, to the joy of his younge 
relatives.

“Give her some more, Gerry,” panted Luna, grinnin; 
from ear to ear.

“No, I daren’t,” I said. “When a creature’s that bad,’ 
you can kill it from overfeeding. She can have a bow 
of milk later on, and then tomorrow she can have fou 
small meals during the day. But I think she’ll be al 
right now.”

“That man was a devil,” said Luna shaking his head 
I drew a deep breath and, in Spanish, gave him m; 

views on the cat’s late owner.
“I never knew you knew so many bad things ii 

Spanish, Gerry,” said Luna admiringly. “There was om 
word you used I have never heard before.”

“I’ve had some good teachers,” I explained.
“Well, I hope you say nothing like that tonight^ 

said Luna, his eyes gleaming.
“Why? What’s happening tonight?” 
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lends have made an asado in your honour, Gerry. They 
ill play and sing only very old Argentine folk-songs, 
that you may record them on your machine. You like 

is idea?” he asked anxiously.
“There is nothing I like better than an asado,” I said, 

nd an asado with folk-songs is my idea of Heaven.”
So, at about ten o’clock that evening, a friend of Lu­

i’s picked us up in his car and drove us out to the estate, 
ime distance outside Oran, where the asado had been 
•ganised. The asado ground was a grove near the es- 
ncia, an area of bare earth that told of many past dances, 
irrounded by whispering eucalyptus trees and massive 
eander bushes. The long wooden benches and trestle- 
bles * were lit with the soft yellow glow of half a dozen 
1-lamps, and outside this buttercup circle of light the 
oonlight was silver brilliant. There were about fifty 
lople there, many of whom I had never met, and few 

them over the age of twenty. They greeted us up- 
lariously, almost dragged us to the trestle-tables which 
ere groaning under the weight of food, and placed great 
inks of steak, crisp and sizzling from the open fires, 
front of us. The wine-bottles passed with monotonous 

gularity, and within half-an-hour Luna and I were 
toroughly in the party spirit, full of good food, warmed 
ith red wine. Then these gay, pleasant young people 
ithered round while I got the recorder ready, watching 
ith absorbed attention the mysteries of threading tape 
id getting levels. When, at last, I told them I was 
ady, guitars, drums and flutes appeared as if by magic, 
id the entire crowd burst into song. They sang and sang, 
id each time they came to the end of a song, someone 
ould think of a new one, and they would start again, 
imetimes a shy, grinning youth would be pushed to the 
ont of the circle as the only person there capable of 
ndering a certain number, and after much encourage- 
ent and shouts of acclamation he would sing. Then it 
auld be a girl’s turn to sing the solo refrain in a sweet- 
ur voice, while the lamps glinted on her dark hair, 
id the guitars shuddered and trembled under the swiftly- 
oving brown fingers of their owners. They danced in a 
w on a flagstoned path, their spurs ringing sparks 
im the stone, so that I could record the heel-taps * 
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which are such an intricate part of the rhythm of some 
of their songs; they danced the delightful handkerchief 
dance with its pleasant lilting tune, and they danced 
tangos that made you wonder if the stiff, sexless dance 
called by that name in Europe was a member of the 
same family. Then, shouting with laughter because my 
tapes had run out and I was in despair, they rushed me 
to the table, plied me with more food and wine, and 
sitting round me sang more sweetly than ever. These, 
I say again, were mostly teenagers, revelling in the old 
and beautiful songs of their country, and the old and 
beautiful dances, their faces flushed with delight at my 
delight, honouring a stranger they had never seen before 
and would probably never see again.

By now they had reached the peak. Slowly they started 
to relax, the songs getting softer and softer, more and 
more plaintive, until we all reached the moment when 
we knew the party was over, and that to continue it 
longer would be a mistake. They had sung themselves 
from the heavens back to earth,*  like a flock of descend­
ing larks. Flushed, bright-eyed, happy, our young hosts 
insisted that we travelled back to Oran with them in the 
big open back of the lorry in which they had come. We 
piled in, our tightly-packed bodies creating a warmth for 
which we were grateful, for the night air was now chilly. 
Then as the lorry roared off down the road to Oran, bot­
tles of red wine were passed carefully from hand to hand, 
and the guitarists started strumming. Everybody, revived 
by the cool night air, took up the refrain, and we roared 
along through the velvet night like a heavenly choir. 
I looked up and saw the giant bamboos that curved over 
the road, now illuminated by the lorry’s headlights. 
They looked like the talons of some immense green drag­
on, curved over the road, ready to pounce if we stopped 
singing for an instant. Then a bottle of wine was thrust 
into my hand, and as I tipped my head back to drink 
I saw that the dragon had passed, and the moon stared 
down at ms, white as a mushroom-top against the dark 
sky.



Chapter Seven

VAMPIRES * AND WINE

The vampire bat is often 
the cause of much trouble, by 
biting the horses on their 
withers.

CHARLES DARWIN: 
The Voyage of H, M. S. Beagle

On my return from Oran the garage almost overflowed 
with animals. One could scarcely make oneself heard 
above the shrill, incomprehensible conversations of the 
parrots the harsh rattling cries of the guans, the 
incredibly loud trumpeting of the seriemas, the clut­
tering of the coatimundis, and an occasional dull rumble, 
as of distant thunder, from the puma, whom I had chris­
tened Luna in the human Luna’s honour. As a background 
to this there was a steady scrunching noise that came 
from the agouti cage, for it was always engaged in trying 
to do alterations to its living quarters with its chisel­
like teeth. ..............  
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cages for all our various creatures, leaving the cagir 
of Luna until last, for she had travelled in a large packing 
case that gave her more than enough room to тод 
about in. However, when all the other animals we: 
housed, I set about building a cage worthy of the pum; 
which, I hoped, would show off her beauty and grac: 
I had just finished it when Luna’s godfather * arrive« 
singing lustily as usual, and offered to help me in tl 
tricky job of getting Luna to pass from her present quar 
ers into the new cage. We carefully closed the garag 
doors so that, if anything untoward happened, the c; 
would not go rampaging off across the countryside an 
be lost. It also had the advantage, as the human Lun 
pointed out, that we would be locked in with her, a pro: 
pect he viewed with alarm and despondency. I soothe 
his fears by telling him that the puma would be far moi 
frightened than we were, and at that moment she uttere 
a rumbling growl of such malignance and fearlessness th« 
Luna paled visibly. My attempt to persuade him that th: 
growl was really an indication of how afraid the anim< 
was of us was greeted with a look of complete disbelie:

The plan of campaign was that the crate in which th 
puma now reposed would be dragged opposite the doc 
of the new cage, a few slats removed from the side, an 
the cat would then walk from the crate into the cage wither 
fuss. Unfortunately owing to the somewhat eccentric cor 
struction of the cage I had built, we could not wedg 
the crate close up to the door: there was a gap of som 
eight inches between crate and cage. Undeterred, I place 
planks so that they formed a sort of short tunnel betwee 
the two boxes, and then proceeded to remove the en 
of the crate so that the puma could get out. During th 
process a golden paw, that appeared to be the size < 
a ham, suddenly appeared in the gap and a nice, dee 
slash appeared across the back of my hand.

“Ah!” said Luna gloomily, “you see, Gerry?”
“It’s only because she’s scared of the hammering, 

I said with feigned cheerfulness sucking my hand. “Nov 
I think I’ve removed enough boards for her to get througl 
All we have to do is wait.”

We waited. After ten minutes I peered through 
knot hole and saw the wretched puma lying quietly in h( 
азо ’ • .1



CIölv, u l vwaiiig pccivviuiiy, cum ouuwiug uuv uw oiigutuöb 
interest in passing down our rickety tunnel and into her 
new and more spacious quarters. There was obviously 
only one thing to do, and that was to frighten her into 
passing from crate to cage. I lifted the hammer and 
brought it down on the back of the crate with a crash. Per­
haps I should have warned Luna. Two things happened 
at once. The puma, startled out of her half-sleep, leapt 
up and rushed to the gap in the crate, and the force of 
my blow with the hammer knocked down the piece of 
board which was forming Luna’s side of the tunnel. 
In consequence he looked down just in time to see an ex­
tremely irritable-looking puma sniffing meditatively at 
his legs. He uttered a tenor screech which I have rarely 
heard equalled, and leapt vertically into the air. It was 
the screech that saved the situation. It so unnerved the 
puma that she fled into the new cage as fast as she could, 
and I dropped the sliding door, locking her safely inside. 
Luna leant against the garage door wiping his face with 
a handkerchief.

“There you are,” I said cheerfully, “I told you it would 
be easy.”

Luna gave me a withering look.
“You have collected animals in South America and 

Africa?” he inquired at length. “That is correct?”
“Yes.”
“You have been doing this work for fourteen years?” 
“Yes."
“You are now thirty-three?”
“Yes.”
Luna shook his head, like a person faced with one 

of the great enigmas of life.
“How you have lived so long only the good God knows,” 

he said.
“I lead a charmed * life,” I said. “Anyway, why did 

you come to see me this morning, apart from wanting 
to wrestle with your namesake?”

“Outside,” said Luna, still mopping his face, “is an 
Indian with a bicho. I found him with it in the village.“

“What kind of bicho?’ I asked as we left the garage 
and went out into the garden.

“I think it is a pig,” said Luna, “but it’s in a box and 
I can’t see it very clearly.” , c ; ... . , , .
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The Indian was squatting on the lawn, and in front 
of him was a box from which issued a series of falsetto 
squeaks and muffled grunts. Only a member of the pig 
family could produce such extraordinary sound. The In­
dian grinned, removed his big straw hat, ducked his head, 
and then, removing the lid of the box, drew forth the 
most adorable little creature. It was a very young collared 
peccary,*  the common species of wild pig that inhabits 
the tropical portions of South America.

“This is Juanita,” said the Indian, smiling as he 
placed the diminutive creature on the lawn, where it ut­
tered a shrill squeak of delight and started to snuffle 
about hopefully.

Now, I have always had a soft spot for the pig 
family,*  and baby pigs I cannot resist, so within five min­
utes Juanita was mine at a price that was double what 
she was worth, speaking financially, but only a hundredth 
part of what she was worth in charm and personality. 
She was about eighteen inches long and about twelve 
inches high, clad in long, rather coarse greyish fur, and 
a neat white band that ran from the angle of her jaw up 
round her neck, so that she looked as though she was 
wearing an Eton collar.*  She had a slim body, with a 
delicately tapered snout ending in a delicious retrousse * 
nose (somewhat like a plunger), and slender, fragile legs 
tipped with neatly polished hooves the circumference of 
a sixpence. She had a dainty, lady-like walk, moving 
her legs very rapidly, her hooves making a gentle pat­
tering like rain.

She was ridiculously tame, and had the most en­
dearing habit of greeting you — even after only five min­
utes’ absence — as if you had been away for years, and 
lhat, for her, these years had been grey and empty. She 
would utter strangled squeaks of delight, and rush towards 
you, to rub her nose and behind against your legs in an 
orgy of delighted reunion, giving seductive grunts and 
sighs. Her idea of Heaven was to be picked up and held 
on her back in your arms, as you would nurse a baby, 
and then have her tummy scratched. She would lie there, 
'her eyes closed, gnashing her baby teeth together, like 
miniature castanets, in an ecstasy of delight. I still 
had all the very tame and less destructive creatures run­
ning loose in the garage, and as Juanita behaved in such
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on her back in your arms, as you would nurse a baby, 
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her eyes closed, gnashing her baby teeth together, like 
miniature castanets, in an ecstasy of delight. I still 
had all the very tame and less destructive creatures run­
ning loose in the garage, and as Juanita behaved in such
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a lady-like fashion I allowed her the run of the place 1 
as well, only shutting her in a cage at night. At feeding 
time it was a weird sight to see Juanita, her nose buriet 
in a large dish of food, surrounded by an assortment о 
creatures — seriemas parrots, pigmy rabbits, guans - 
all trying to feed out of the same dish. She always be 
haved impeccably, allowing the others plenty of roon 
tto feed, and never showing any animosity, even whei 
a wily seriema pinched titbits from under her pink nose 
The only time I ever saw her lose her temper was whei 
one of the more weak-minded of the parrots, who hat 
worked himself into a highly excitable state at the sigh 
of the food plate, flew down squawking joyously, ant 

;landed on Juanita’s snout. She shook him off with a grun 
iof indignation and chased him, squawking and flutter 
■ing, into a corner, where she stood over him for a moment 
champing her teeth in warning, before returning to he: 
interrupted meal.

When I had got all my new specimens nicely settled 
I paid a visit to Edna to thank her for the care and atten 
tion she had lavished on my animals in my absence 
I found her and, .Helmuth busy with a huge pile of tiny 
scarlet peppers, with which they were concocting a sauce 
of Helmuth’s invention, an ambrosial * substance which, 
when added to soup, removed the roof of your mouth with 
the first swallow7, but added a flavour that was out of 
(this world.*  An old boot, I am sure, boiled and then cov­
ered with Helmuth’s sauce, would have been greeted with 
shouts of joy by any gourmet.*

“Ah, Gerry,” said Helmuth, rushing to the drink cup­
board. “I have got good news for you.”

“You mean you’ve bought a new bottle of gin?" I in­
quired hopefully.

“Well, that of course,” he said grinning. “We knew 
you were coming back. But apart from that do you know 
that next week-end is a holiday?”

“Yes, what about it?”
“It means,” said Helmuth, sloshing gin into 

glasses with gay abandon, “that I can take you up 
the mountains of Calilegua for three days. You like 
that, eh?”

I turned to Edna.
“Edna/J I began, “I love you...” :
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“All right,” she said resignedly, “but you must make 
sure * the puma can’t get out, that is all I insist upon.”

So, the following Saturday morning, I was awoken, 
just as dawn was lightening the sky, by Luna, leaning 
through my window and singing a somewhat bawdy 
love-song. I crawled out of bed, humped my equipment 
on to my back, and we made our way through the cool, 
aquarium light of dawn to Helmuth’s flat. Outside it 
was a group of rather battered-looking horses, each clad 
in the extraordinary saddle that they use in the north 
of Argentina. The saddle itself had a deep, curved seat 
with a very high pommel in front, so that it was almost 
like an armchair to sit in. Attached to the front of tho 
saddle were two huge pieces of leather, shaped somewhat 
like angel’s wings which acted as wonderful protection 
for your legs and knees when you rode through thorn 
scrub. In the dim dawn light the horses, clad in their 
weird saddles, looked like some group of mythical beasts,. 
Pegasus * for example, grazing forlornly on the dewy 
grass. Nearby lounged a group of four guides and hunters 
who were to accompany us, delightfully wild and unshav­
en-looking, wearing dirty bombachas, great wrinkled 
boots and huge, tattered straw hats. They were watching 
Helmuth, his corn-red hair gleaming with dew, as ho 
rushed from horse to horse, stuffing various items into 
the sacks which were slung across the saddles. These 
sacks, Helmuth informed me, contained our rations for 
the three days we should be away. Peering into two of 
the sacks I discovered that our victuals consisted mainly 
of garlic and bottles of red wine, although one sack was 
stuffed with huge slabs of unhealthy-looking meat, the 
blood from which was dripping through the sacking, and 
whose curious shape gave one the rather unpleasant im­
pression that we were transporting a dismembered body. 
When everything was to Helmuth’s satisfaction, Edna 
came out, shivering in her dressing gown, to see us off, 
and we mounted our bony steeds * and set off at a brisk 
trot towards the mountain range which was our goal, 
dim, misty and flecked here and there with gold and 
green in the morning light.

At first we rode along the rough tracks that ran through 
the sugar-cane fields, where the canes whispered and 
clacked in the slight breeze. Our hunters and guides had
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) ahead, and Luna and I and Helmuth rot 
in a row, keeping our horses at a gentle walk. Helmu! 
was telling me the story of his life, how at the age 
seventeen (as an Austrian) he had been press-ganged 
into the German Army, and had fought through the e. 
tire war, first in North Africa, then Italy and final 
in Germany, without losing anything except the tc 
joint of one finger, which was removed by a land-mii 
that blew up under him and should have killed hir 
Luna merely slouched in his great saddle, like a fall« 
puppet, singing softly to himself. When Helmuth and 
had settled world affairs generally, and come to tl 
earth-shaking * conclusion that war was futile we fe 
silent and listened to Luna’s soft voice, the chorus । 
canes, and the steady clop of our horses’ hooves, lil 
gentle untroubled heart-beats in the fine dust.

Presently the path left the cane fields and started 1 
climb up the lower slopes of the mountain, passing ini 
real forest. The massive trees stood, decorated with trail­
ing epiphytes * and orchids,*  each one bound to its 
fellow by tangled and twisted lianas, * like a chain of 
slaves. The path had now taken on the appearance of an 
old watercourse (and in the rainy season I think this is 
what it must have been) strewn with uneven boulders 
of various sizes, many of them loose. The horses, though 
used to the country and sure-footed,*  frequently stumbled 
and nearly pitched you over their heads, so you had to 
concentrate on holding them up unless you suddenly 
wanted to find yourself with a split skull. The path had 
now narrowed, and twisted and turned through the thick 
undergrowth so tortuously that, although the three of 
us were riding almost nose to tail, we frequently lost 
sight of each other, and if it had not been for Luna’s 
voice raised in song behind me, and the occasional oaths 
from Helmuth when his horse stumbled, I could have 
been riding alone. We had been riding this way for an 
hour or so, occasionally shouting comments or questions 
to each other, when I heard a roar of rage from Helmuth, 
who was a fair distance ahead. Rounding the corner I saw 
what was causing his rage.

The path at this point had widened, and along one 
side of it ran a rock-lined ravine, some six feet deep. 
Into this one of our pack horses had managed to fall, by 
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jme extraordinary means known only to itself, for the 
a th at this point was more than wide enough to avoid such 

catastrophe. The horse was standing, looking rather 
mug I thought, in the bottom of the ravine, while our 
dld-looking hunters had dismounted and were trying 
) make it climb up on to the path again. The whole of 
ne side of the horse was covered with a scarlet sub- 
.ance that dripped macabrely,*  and the animal was ständ­
ig in what appeared to be an ever-widening pool of 
lood. My first thought was to wonder, incredulously, 
ow the creature had managed to hurt itself so badly 
ith such a simple fall, and then I realised that the pack 
rat the horse was carrying contained, among other 
lings, part of our wine supply. The gooey * mess and 
felmuth’s rage were explained. We eventually got the 
orse back up to path, and Helmuth peered into the 
ine-stained sack, uttering moans of anguish.

“Bloody horse,” he said, “why couldn’t it fall on the 
other side, where the meat is?”

“Anything left?” I asked.
“No,” said Helmuth, giving me an anguished look, 

“every bottle broken. Do you know what that means,, 
eh?”

“No,” I said truthfully.
“It means we have only twenty-five bottles of wine 

to last us,” said Helmuth. Subdued by this tragedy we 
proceeded on our way slowly. Even Luna seemed af­
fected by our loss, and sang only the more mournful 
songs in his extensive repertoire.

We rode on and on and on, the path getting steeper 
and steeper. At noon we dismounted by a small, tumbl­
ing stream, our shirts black with sweat, bathed our­
selves and had a light meal of raw garlic, bread and wine. 
This, to the fastidious, may sound revolting, but when 
you are hungry there is no finer combination of tastes. 
We rested for an hour, to let our sweat-striped horses dry 
off, and then mounted again and rode on throughout the 
afternoon. At last, when the evening shadows were length­
ening and we could see glimmers of a golden sunset 
through tiny gaps in the trees above, the path suddenly 
flattened out, and we rode into a flat, fairly clear area 
of forest. Here we found that our hunters had already 
dismounted and unsaddled the horses, while one of them 
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had gathered dry brushwood and lighted a fire. We 
dismounted stiffly, unsaddled our horses and then, 
using our saddles and woolly sheepskin saddle-cloth, 
called a recado, as back-rests we relaxed round the fire 
for ten minutes, while the hunters dragged out some 
of the unsavoury-looking meat from the sacks and set it 
to roast on wooden spits.

Presently, feeling a bit less stiff, and as there was 
still enough light left, I decided to have a walk round 
the forest in the immediate area of our camp. Very 
soon the gruff voices of the hunters were lost among the 
leaves as I ducked and twisted my way * through the 
tangled, sunset-lit undergrowth. Overhead an occasion­
al humming-bird flipped and purred in front of a flow­
er for a last-night drink, and small groups of toukans * 
■flapped from tree to tree, yapping like puppies, or con­
templating me with heads on one side, wheezing like 
rusty hinges. But it was not the birds that interested me 
so much as the extraordinary variety of fungi * that [ 
saw around me. 1 have never, in any part of the world, 
seen such a variety of mushrooms and toadstools littering 
the forest floor, the fallen tree-trunks, and the trees 
themselves. They were in all colours, from wine-red to 
black, from yellow to grey, and in a fantastic variety 
of shapes. I walked slowly for about fifteen minutes in 
the forest, and in that time I must have covered an area 
of about an acre. Yet in that short time, and in such a 
limited space, I filled my hat with twenty-five different 
species of fungi. Some were scarlet, shaped like goblets 
of Venetian glass * on delicate stems; others were fili- 
greed with holes, so that they were like little carved ivory 
tables in yellow and white; others were like great, smooth 
blobs of tar or lava, black and hard, spreading over the 
rotting logs, and others appeared to have been carved 
out of polished chocolate, branched and twisted like 
clumps of miniature stag’s antlers. Others stood in rows, 
like red or yellow or brown buttons on the shirt-fronts 
of the fallen trees, and others, like old yellow sponges, 
hung from the branches, dripping evil yellow liquid. 
It was a Macbeth witches’ landscape,*  and at any moment 
you expected to see some crouched and wrinkled old hag 
with a basket gathering this rich haul of what looked 
like potentially poisonous fungi.



Soon, it became too dark to see properly between the 
trees, and I made my way back to camp, spread out my 
fungi in rows, and examined them by the firelight. The 
unsavoury-looking meat had by now turned into the 
most delicious steaks, brown and bubbling, and we each 
with our own knife kept leaning forward cutting any 
delicate slivers away from the steaks, dunking them in 
Helmuth’s sauce (a bottle of which he had thoughtfully 
brought with him) and popping the fragrant result into 
our mouths. Except for an occasional belch the silence 
was complete. The wine was passed silently, and occa­
sionally someone wrould lean forward and softly rearrange 
the logs on the fire, so that the flames flapped upwards 
more brightly, and the remains of the steaks sizzled 
briefly, like a nest of sleepy wasps. At last, surfeited 
with food, we lay back against the comfortable hummocks 
of our saddles, and Luna, after taking a deep pull at the 
wine bottle, picked up his guitar and started to strum 
softly. Presently, very gently, he started to sing, his 
voice scarcely travelling beyond the circle of firelight, 
and the hunters joined him in a deep, rich chorus. I put 
on my poncho (that invaluable garment like a blanket 
with a hole in the middle), wrapped myself tightly in 
it — with one hand free to accept the wine bottle as it 
drifted round the circle — rolled my sheepskin recado 
into a warm, comfortable pillow and lay back, listening 
to the haunting songs, and watching a white moon edge 
its way very slowly through the black fretwork of 
branches above our heads. Then, suddenly, without any 
preliminary drowsiness, I was deeply asleep.

I awoke, still staring up into the sky, which was 
now a pale blue, suffused with gold. Turning on my side 
I saw the hunters already up, the fire lit, and more 
strips of meat hung to cook. Helmuth was crouching 
by the fire drinking a huge mug of steaming coffee, 
and he grinned at me as I yawned.

“Look at Luna,” he said, gesturing with his cup, 
“snoring like a pig.”

Luna lay near me, completely invisible under his 
poncho. I extricated my leg from my own poncho and 
kicked vigorously at what I thought was probably Luna’s 
rear end. It was, and a yelp greeted my cruelty. This 
was followed by a giggle and a burst of song as Luna’s
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head appeared through the hole in his poncho, making 
him look ridiculously like a singing tortoise emerging 
from its shell. Presently, warmed by coHee and steaks, 
we saddled up and rode off into the forest, damp and 
fragrant with dew, and alive with ringing bird-calls.

As we rode my mind was occupied with the subject 
of vampire bats. I realised that, in the short time at 
our disposal up the mountains, we had little chance 
of catching any really spectacular beasts, but I knew 
that our destination was infested with these bats. At 
one time an attempt had been made to start a coffee 
plantation up where we were going, but no horses could 
be kept because of the vamp.res, and so the project 
had been abandoned. Now, I was extremely keen to 
meet a vampire on its home ground, so to speak, and, 
if possible, to catch some and take them back to Europe 
with me, feeding them on chicken’s blood, or, if neces­
sary, my own or that of any volunteers I could raise. 
As far as I knew they had never been taken back to 
any European zoo, though some had been kept suc­
cessfully in the United States. I only hoped that, after 
being so long neglected, all the vampires at the coffee 
farm had not moved on to more lucrative pastures.

Our destination, when we reached it an hour or so 
later, proved to be a dilapidated one-roomed hut, with 
a small covered verandah running along one side. I gave 
it approximately another six months before it quietly 
disintegrated and became part of the forest: we had 
obviously only just arrived in time. All the hunters, 
Helmuth and Luna, treated this hut as though it was 
some luxury hotel, and eagerly dragged their saddles 
inside and argued amicably over who should sleep in 
which corner of the worm-eaten floor. I chose to sleep 
out on the verandah, not only because I felt it would 
be a trifle more hygienic, but from there I could keep 
an eye on the tree to which the horses were tethered, 
for it was on them that I expected the bats to make 
their first attack.

After a meal we set off on foot into the forest, but, 
although we saw numerous tracks of tapir and jaguar 
and lesser beasts, the creatures themselves remained 
invisible. I did manage, however, by turning over every 
rotten log we came across, to capture two nice little 
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toads, a tree-frog and a baby coral snake, the lat 
much to everyone’s horror. These 1 stowed away cr 
fully in the linen bags brought for the purpose when 
returned to our hut for the evening meal. When 
had finished we sat round the glowing remains of 
fire, and Luna, as usual, sang to us. Then the rest 
them retired into the hut, carefully closing the wind 
and the door so that not a breath of deadly night 
should creep in and kill them (though they had si 
out in it quite happily the night before), and I m. 
up my bed on the verandah, propped up so that I co 
get a good view of the horses, silvered with moonlig 
tethered some twenty feet away. I settled myself c< 
fortably, lit a cigarette, and thni sat there strain 
my eyes into the moonlight for the very first sign о 
bat anywhere near our horses. I sat like this for t 
hours before, against my will, dropping off to sleep

I awoke at dawn, and furious with myself for hav 
slept, I struggled out of my poncho and went to insp 
the horses. I discovered, to my intense irritation, t 
two of them had been attacked by vampires whil 
lay snoring twenty feet away. They had both been i 
ten in exactly the same place, on the neck about a han 
length from the withers. The bites themselves consis 
of two slits, each about half an inch long and quite shall 
But the effect of these small bites was quite gruesos 
for the blood (as in all vampire bites) had not clot 
after the bat had finished licking up its grisly m 
aud flown off, for the vampire’s saliva contains an ai 
coagulant.*  So, when the bloated bat had left its pe 
on the horses’ necks, the wounds had continued to ble 
and now the horses’ necks were striped with great ba 
of clotted blood, out of all proportion to the size of 
bites. Again I noticed that the bites, as well as be 
in identical positions on each horse, were also on 
same side of the body, the right side of the animal 
you were sitting on it, and there was no sign of a 1 
or an attempted bite on the left side of either hoi 
Both animals seemed quite unaffected by the intei 
I was taking in them.

After breakfast, determined that the vampire t 
must be lurking somewhere nearby, I organised the j 
of the party in a search. We spread out and hun 



through the forest in a circle round the hut, going about 
a quarter of a mile deep into the forest, looking for hol­
low trees or small caves where the vampires might be 
lurking. We continued in this fruitless task until lunch­
time, and when we reassembled at the hut the only 
living specimens we could really be said to have ac­
quired were some three hundred and forty black ticks * 
of varying ages and sizes, who, out of all of us, seemed 
to have preferred the smell of Luna and Helmuth, and 
so had converged on them. They had to go down to the 
stream nearby and strip; then, having washed the more 
tenacious ticks off their bodies, they set about the task 
of removing the others from the folds and crannies of 
their clothing, both of them perched naked on the rocks 
picking at their clothes like a couple of baboons.

“Curious things, ticks,” I said conversationally, 
when I went down to the stream to tell them that food 
was ready, “parasites of great perception. It’s a well- 
known natural history fact that they always attack the 
more unpleasant people of the party... usually the drunks, 
or the ones of very low mentality or morals.”

Luna and Helmuth glared at me.
“Would you,” inquired Helmuth interestedly, “like 

Luna and me to throw you over that waterfall?”
“You must admit it’s a bit peculiar. None of our 

hunters got ticks, and they are all fairly good parasite­
bait, I would have thought. / didn’t get ticks. You 
two were the only ones. You know the old English prov­
erb about parasites?”

“What old English proverb?” asked Helmuth sus­
piciously.

“Birds of a feather flock together ”* I said“, and hur­
ried back to camp before they could get their shoes on 
and follow me.

The sun was so blindingly hot in the clearing when 
we had finished eating that everyone stretched out on 
the minute verandah and had a siesta. While the others 
were all snoring like a covey of pigs, I found I could 
not sleep. My head was still full of vampires. I was 
annoyed that we had not found their hideout, which 
I felt sure must be somewhere fairly near. Of course, 
as I realised, there may have been only one or two bats, 
in which case looking for their hideout in the local forest 
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was three times as difficult as the usual imbecile occu­
pation of looking for needles in haystacks. It was not 
until the others had woken, with grunts and yawns, 
that an idea suddenly occurred to me. I jumped to my 
feet and went inside the hut. Looking up I saw, to my 
delight, that the single room had a wooden ceiling^ 
which meant that there must be some sort of loft be­
tween the apex of the roof and the ceiling. I hurried 
outside and there, sure enough, was a square opening 
which obviously led into the space between roof and 
ceiling. I was now convinced that I should find the 
loft simply stuffed with vampire bats, and so I waited 
impatiently while the hunters fashioned a rough ladder 
out of saplings and hoisted it up to the hole. Then I 
sped up it, armed with a bag to put my captures in and 
a cloth to catch them with without being bitten. I was 
followed by Helmuth who was going to guard the open­
ing with an old shirt of mine. Eagerly, holding a torch 
in my mouth, I wriggled into the loft. The first discov­
ery I made was that the wooden ceiling on which I was 
perched was insecure in the extreme, and so I had to 
spread myself out like a starfish to distribute my weight, 
unless I wanted the whole thing to crash into the room 
below, with me on it. So, progressing on my stomach 
in the manner of a stalking Red Indian,*  I set out to 
explore the loft.

The first sign of life was a long, slender tree-snake,*  
which shot past me towards the hole that Helmuth was 
guarding. When I informed him of this and asked him 
to try and catch it he greeted this request in the most 
unfriendly manner, interspersed with a number of rich 
Austrian oaths. Luckily for him, the snake found a 
crack in the ceiling and disappeared through that, and 
we did not see him again. I crawled on doggedly, dis­
turbing three small scorpions, who immediately rushed 
into the nearest holes, and eight large and revolting 
spiders of the more hirsute variety, who merely shifted 
slightly when the torch beam hit them, and crouched 
there meditatively. But there was not the faintest sign 
of a bat, not even so much as a bat dropping * to en­
courage me. I was just beginning to feel very bitter 
about bats in general and vampire bats in particular, 
when my torch-beam picked out something sitting
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sedately on a cross-beam, glaring at me ferociously, and 
I immediately forgot all about vampires.

Squatting there in the puddle of torchlight was a 
pigmy owl, a bird little bigger than a sparrow, with 
round yellow eyes that glared at me with all the silent 
indignation of a vicar who, in the middle of the serv­
ice, has discovered that the organist is drunk. Now, 
I have a passion for owls of all sorts, but these pigmy 
owls are probably my favourites. I think it is their di­
minutive size combined with their utter fearlessness 
that attracts me; at any rate I determined to add the 
one perching above me to my collection, or die in the 
attempt. Keeping the torch beam firmly fixed on his 
eyes, so that he could not see what I was doing, I gently 
brought up my other hand and then, with a quick 
movement, I threw the cloth I carried over him, and 
grabbed. He uttered a squeak of indignation, and fluttered 
wildly, sinking his small but sharp talons into my fin­
gers through the cloth. Placing the torch on the floor I 
wrapped him up tightly in the cloth and then put the 
whole bundle inside my shirt and buttoned it up for 
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'further safety. Then, having made quite sure once того 
that there was not a bat in the loft, I started to make 
my way back to the entrance. This was, to say the least, 
difficult, for the owl was reposing against my chest, 
so I had to travel on my back. This gave me a wonder­
ful view of the spiders overhead, all of which now seemed 
to be the size of soup-plates and each ready to drop on 
me if I made a false move. Fascinating as I find spiders, 
I prefer to keep the larger and more hairy varieties at 
a distance. At last I reached the opening and levered 
myself out into the sunshine.

To my surprise the hunters were excited and delight­
ed with my capture of the pigmy owl. 1 was puzzled 
by this, until they explained that it was a common 
belief in Argentina that if you possessed one of these 
little birds you would be lucky in love. This answered 
a question that had been puzzling me for some time. 
When I had been in Buenos Aires I had found one of 
these owls in a cage in the local bird market. The owner 
had asked a price that was so fantastic that I had 
treated it with ridicule, until I realised that he meant it. 
He refused to bargain, and was quite unmoved when I 
left without buying the bird. Three days later 1 had 
returned, thinking that by now the man would be more 
amenable to bargaining, only to find that he had sold 
the owl at the price he had asked for. This had seemed 
to me incredible, and I could not for the life of me think 
of a satisfactory explanation. But now I realised I had 
been outbid by some lovesick swain; * I could only 
hope that the owl brought him luck.

That night was to be our last spent in the mountains, 
and I was grimly determined that I was going to catch 
a vampire bat if one showed so much as a wing-tip that 
night. I had even decided that I would use myself as 
bait. Not only would it bring the bats within catching 
range, but I was interested to see if the bite was really 
as painless as it was reputed to be. So, when the others 
bad retired to their airless boudoir,*  I made up my bed 
as near to the horses as I felt I could get without frighten­
ing off the bats, wrapped myself up in my poncho 
but left one of my feet sticking out, for vampires, I had 
read, were particularly fond of human extremities, 
especially the big toe. Anyway, it was the only 
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extremity * I was prepared to sacrifice for the sake of 
Science.

I lay there in the moonlight, glaring at the horses, 
while my foot got colder and colder. I wondered if vam­
pires like frozen human big toe.*  Faintly from the dark 
forest around came the night sounds, a million crickets 
doing endless carpentry work in the undergrowth, ham­
mering and sawing, forging miniature horseshoes, prac­
tising the trombone, tuning harps, and learning how 
to use tiny pneumatic drills. From the tree-tops frogs 
cleared their throats huskily, like a male chorus getting 
ready for a concert. Everything was brilliantly lit by 
moonlight, including my big toe, but there was not a 
bat to be seen.

Eventually, my left foot began to feel like something 
that had gone with Scott * to the Pole, and had been 
left there, so I drew it into the warmth of the poncho 
and extended my right foot as a sacrifice. The horses,, 
with drooping heads, stood quite still in the moonlight, 
very occasionally shifting their weight from one pair 
of legs to another. Presently, in order to get some feeling 
back into my feet, I went and hobbled round the horses, 
inspecting them with the aid of a torch. None of 
them had been attacked. I went back and continued my 
self-imposed torture. I did a variety of things to keep 
myself awake: I smoked endless cigarettes under cov­
er of the poncho, I made mental lists of all the South 
American animals I could think of, working through 
the alphabet, and, when these failed and I started to 
feel sleepy, I thought about my overdraft. * This last is 
the most successful sleep eradicator I. know. By the 
time dawn had started to drain the blackness out of 
the sky, I was wide awake and feeling as though I was 
solely responsible for the National Debt.*  As soon as 
it became light enough to see without a torch I hobbled 
over to inspect the horses, more as a matter of form 
than anything. I could hardly believe my eyes for two 
of them were painted with gory ribbons of blood down 
their necks. Now, I had been watching those horses — 
in brilliant moonlight — throughout the night, and 
I would have staked my life that not a bat of any de­
scription had come within a hundred yards of them. 
Yet two of them had been feasted иропл as it were, be­
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fore my very eyes. To say that Twas chagrined is put­
ting it mildly. I had feet that felt as if they would fall 
off at a touch, a splitting headache, and felt generally 
rather like a dormouse that had been pulled out of its 
nest in mid-October.

Luna and Helmuth, of course, when I woke them up, 
■were very amused, and thought this was sufficient re­
venge for my rude remarks the previous day about para­
sites. It was not until I had finished my breakfast in 
a moody and semi-somnambulistic state, and was start­
ing on my third mug of coffee, that I remembered 
something that startled me considerably. In my enthu­
siasm to catch a vampire bat, and to be bitten by one 
to see what it felt like, I had completely forgotten the 
rather unpleasant fact that they can be rabies * carriers, 
so being bitten by one might have had some interesting 
repercussions, to say the least. I remembered that the 
rabies vaccine (which, with the usual ghoulish medical 
relish, they inject into your stomach) is extremely pain­
ful, and you have to have a vast quantity of the stuff 
pumped into you before you are out of danger. Whether 
this is necessary, or simply because the doctors get 
a rake-off * from the vaccine manufacturers, I don’t 
know, but I do know — from people that have had it — 
that it is not an experience to be welcomed. The chances 
of getting rabies from a bat in that particular area would 
be extremely slight, I should have thought, but even 
so, had I been bitten, I would have had to undergo the 
injections as a precautionary measure; anyone who 
has ever read a description of the last stages of a person 
suffering from rabies would be only too happy to rush 
to the nearest hospital.

So, without bats or bites, and with my precious 
pigmy owl slung round my neck in a tiny bamboo cage, 
we set off down the mountains back to Calilegua. By 
the time we reached the cane fields it was green twilight, 
and we were all tired and aching. Even Luna, riding 
ahead, was singing more and more softly. At length we saw 
the glow of lights from Helmuth’s flat, and when we 
dismounted, stiff, sweaty and dirty, and made our way 
inside, there was Edna, fresh and lovely, and by her 
side a table on which stood three very large ice-cold 
gin-and-tonics. .. ...
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Chapter Eight

A WAGON-LOAD OF BICHOS

In conclusion, it appears t< 
me that nothing can be more 
improving to a young natural­
ist than a journey in distant 
countries.

CHARLES DARWIN: 
The Voyage of H. M. S. Beagl,

By now my collection of creatures had grown t< 
such an extent that it was a whole-time job * looking 
after it. No longer could I go off for three or four 
days at a time and leave poor Edna to cherish my 
creatures. Also I was busy building cages for those 
tame animals which, up until now, had either been 
at complete liberty, or spent their time tethered, but 
on leashes. I had originally intended to fly my 
collection back to Buenos Aires, but the air freight 
estimate, when it arrived, looked as if it had 
been worked out by the Astronomer Royal in light- 
years.*
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There was nothing for it,*  I would have to go by 
train, a two-day and three-night journey that I did not 
relish, but there was no alternative. Charles arranged 
the whole thing for me with a speed and efficiency that 
was typical of him. This in spite of the fact that he 
had his own work to do, as well as being extremely 
worried over his wife Joan, who was ill in hospital. 
So I hammered and sawed in the garden, getting cages 
ready for my train-journey, and keeping a stern eye 
on those animals which were still loose and therefore 
liable to get up to mischief.

The biggest of the still un-caged animals were the 
coatimundis, Martha and Mathias, who, on collars and 
chains, were tethered under the trees. I am fond of coati­
mundis, though they are not everyone’s idea of the 
most charming of animals. But I find something very 
appealing about their long, rubbery, tip-tilted noses, 
their pigeon-toed,* bear-like walk, and the way they 
hold their long, ringed tails straight up in the air when 
they move, like furry exclamation marks. In the wild 
state they are gregarious, travelling through the forest 
in quite large parties, uprooting logs and stones, snuf­
fling in every nook and cranny with their vacuum- 
cleaner-like noses for their prey, which may range from 
beetles to birds and from fruit to mushrooms. Like 
most small, gregarious mammals they have quite an 
extensive vocabulary, and the conversation of a troup 
of coatimundis would, I am sure, repay investigation. 
Mathias would converse with me by the hour * in a 
series of birdlike squeaks and trills; if, when investi­
gating a rotten log or a stone, he thought ne was near­
ing a succulent beetle or slug, the sounds would turn 
to snuffling grunts, pitched in different keys, and in­
terspersed with a strange champing noise made by 
chattering his teeth together at great speed. When in 
a rage he would chitter violently, his whole body 
shaking as if with ague, and give prolonged, piercing 
whistling cries that would almost burst your ear drums.

Both the coatimundis had fairly long leashes which 
were attached to a convenient tree. When they had 
uprooted and investigated every log and stone within 
the circle of the leash, they were moved to a fresh tree. 
Every time this happened^ Mathias would spend ten 
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minutes or so marking out his circle of territory with 
the scent gland * at the base of his tail. He would sol­
emnly shuffle his way round in a circle, a look of im­
mense concentration on his face, squatting down at 
intervals to rub his hindquarters on a convenient rock 
or stick. Having thus, as it were, hoisted the coatimundi 
equivalent of the flag, * he would relax and settle down 
to the task of beetle-hunting with a clear conscience. 
If any of the local dogs were so misguided as to approach 
his territory they never did it a second time. He would 
walk slowly towards them, champing his teeth alarm­
ingly, his tail erect, stiff as a poker, and puffed up 
to twice its normal size. Having got within range * he 
would suddenly dart forward in a curious, rolling run, 
uttering his piercing ear-splitting screams. This ghastly 
noise had the effect of undermining the morale of any 
but the bravest dog, and, when they had hurriedly 
retreated, Mathias, quietly chattering and trilling to 
himself, would wend his way round in a circle, re-mark­
ing his entire territory. During all this, Martha would 
be sitting at the extreme limit of her chain, watching 
Mathias with adoring eyes, and uttering tiny squeaks 
of encouragement.

All the other creatures I had acquired were doing 
splendidly. Juanita, the peccary, grew fatter and more 
charming each day, and lorded it over the parrots.*  
My precious yellow-naped macaws had given me heart 
failure by appearing to go into a decline; I eventually 
discovered they were not ill but, for some obscure reason, 
wanted to sleep inside a box at night, a fact that I discov­
ered quite by accident. As soon as they were supplied 
with a sleeping box their appetites revived and they 
started to do well. Among the cats the little Geoffroy’s 
was now quite reconciled to captivity, and played such 
strenuous games of hide-and-seek with his tabby kitten 
companion, as well as a game they had invented which 
appeared to be called “Strangle Your Neighbour”,*  
that I began to wonder if I would get them to Buenos 
Aires alive, let alone * Jersey. Luna the puma had 
tamed down a lot, and even condescended to allow me 
to scratch her behind the ears, while she rumbled con­
tentedly deep in her throat. The poor half-starved 
ocelot was now fat and glossy. Having lost the apathy 
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of Starvation, she was now very full of herself, and re­
garded the interior of her cage as sacred, so the process 
of cleaning her out or feeding her was fraught with 
danger. Thus are one’s kindnesses sometimes repaid.

Among the new creatures which I had added to my 
collection were two of the most enchanting members 
of the monkey tribe, a pair of douroucoulis * which 
had been caught in the forest by an Indian hunter. He 
had been a very good hunter, but unfortunately I had 
paid him rather too lavishly for the monkeys, and, 
overcome by the size of the payment, he had retired to 
the village and stayed drunk ever since, so these were 
the last specimens I got from him. There is quite an 
art in paying the right amount for an animal, and by 
paying too much you can easily lose a good hunter, for be­
tween your camp and the forest always lies a series of 
gin-shops, and hunters are notoriously weak-willed.

Douroucoulis are the only nocturnal monkeys in the 
world, and from that point of view alone would be re­
markable. But when you add to that the fact that they 
look like a cross between an owl and a clown, that they 
are the gentlest of monkeys, and that they spend a lot 
of time clasped in each other’s arms exchanging the 
most human kisses, then douroucoulis become, so far 
as I am concerned, irresistible. They have the huge 
eyes, typical of a nocturnal creature, surrounded by a 
white facial mask edged with black. The shape of the 
mouth gives you the impression that they are just about 
to break into a rather sad, slightly pitying smile. Their 
backs and tails are a pleasant shade of greenish-grey, 
and they possess great fluffy shirt-fronts that vary from 
pale yellow to deep orange, according to age. In the 
wilds these monkeys, like the coatimundis, are gre­
garious, travelling through the trees with silent leaps 
in troupes of ten to fifteen animals. The only time they 
make any sound is when feeding, and then they converse 
among themselves with loud, purring grunts which swell 
their throats up, or a series of bird-like tweets, cat-like 
mewing, pig-like snufflings and snake-like hissings. The 
first time I heard them feeding among the dark trees 
in the forest I identified them as each of these animals 
in turn, and then became so muddled I was convinced 
I had found something new to science. I used to dig
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“Would you like to see the place where I work? I call 
it my study,” he explained deprecatingly, “it is very 
small, but all I can afford...”

“I would love to see it,” I said.
Eagerly he led me outside to where a sort of miniature 

wing had been built on to the side of the house. The door 
that led into this was heavily padlocked. As he pulled 
a key from his pocket to open this he smiled at me.

“I let no one in here,” he explained simply, “they do 
not understand.”

Up until then I had been greatly impressed with Coco, 
and with his obvious enthusiasm for animal life. But now, 
being led into his study, I was more than impressed. 
I was speechless.

His study was about eight feet long and six feet wide. 
In one corner was a cabinet * which housed, as he showed 
me, his collection of bird and small mammal skins, and 
various birds’ eggs. Then there was a long, low bench on 
which he did his skinning, and nearby a rough bookcase 
containing some fourteen volumes on natural history, 
some in Spanish, some in English. Under the one small 
window stood an easel, and on it the half-finished water 
colour of a bird, whose corpse lay nearby on a box.

“Did you do that?” I asked incredulously.
“Yes,” he said shyly, “you see, I could not afford a 

camera, and this was the only way to record their plum­
age.”

I gazed at the half-finished picture. It was beautifully 
done, with a fineness of line and colouring that was amaz­
ing. I say amazing because the-drawing and painting of 
birds is one of the most difficult of subjects in the whole 
natural history field. Here was work that was almost up 
to the standards of some of the best modern bird paint­
ers I had seen. You could see that it was the work of an 
untrained person, but it was done with meticulous accu­
racy and love, and the bird glowed on the page. I had 
the dead specimen in my hand to compare the painting 
with, and I could see that this painting was far better 
than a lot I had seen published in bird books.

He pulled out a great folder and showed me his other 
work. He had some forty paintings of birds, generally 
in pairs if there was any sexual difference in the plumage, 
and they were all as,good as the first one I had seen, 
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“But these are terribly good,” I said, “you must do 
something with them.”

“Do you think so?” he inquired doubtfully, peering 
at the paintings. “I have sent some to the man in charge 
of the Museum at Cordoba, and he liked them. He said 
we should have a small book printed when I have enough 
of them, but this I think is doubtful, for you know how 
costly a production would be.”

“Well, I know the people in charge of the Museum at 
Buenos Aires,” I said. “I will speak to them about you. 
I don’t guarantee anything, but they might be able to 
help.”

“That would be wonderful,” he said, his eyes shining.
“Tell me,” I said, “do you like your work here in the 

saw-mill?”
“Like it?” he repeated incredulously, “like it? Senor, 

it is soul-destroying. But it provides me with enough to 
live on, and by careful saving I have enough left over to 
buy paints. Also I am saving to buy a small cine-camera, 
for however skilful you are as a painter there are certain 
things that birds do which can only be captured on film. 
But these cine-cameras are very expensive, and I am afraid 
it will be a long time before I can afford it.”

He talked on for an hour or so, quickly, enthusiasti­
cally, telling me what he had accomplished and what 
he hoped to do. I had to keep reminding myself that this 
was a man — a peasant, if you prefer the term — who 
worked in a saw-mill and lived in a house which, though 
spotless, no so-called “worker” in England would be seen 
dead in. To have discovered Coco in the outskirts of 
Buenos Aires would not have been, perhaps, so incredible, 
but to find him here in this remote, unlikely spot, was 
like suddenly coming across a unicorn in the middle of 
Piccadilly.*  And, although he explained to me the diffi­
culties of saving enough money to buy paints, and enough 
to buy his dream cine-camera, there was never once the 
slightest suggestion that financial aid might be forthcom­
ing from me. He was simply, with the naivete of a 
child, discussing his problems with someone he felt 
would understand and appreciate what he was doing. To 
him I must have represented a millionaire, yet I knew 
that if I offered him money I would cease to be his friend, 
and become as the other inhabitants of the village, a 

157



person who did not understand. The most I could do was 
to promise to speak to the Museum in Buenos Aires (for 
good bird-painters are not two a penny *)  and to give 
him my card, and tell him that if there was anything 
that he wanted from England which he could not obtain 
in Argentina, to let me know and I would send it to him. 
When, eventually, Luna reappeared and we simply had 
to leave. Coco said goodbye wistfully, rather like a child 
who had. been allowed to play with a new toy, and then 
had it taken away. As we drove off he was standing in 
the cent re of the dusty, rutted street, watching the. car 
and turning my card over and over in his hands, as if 
it were some sort of talisman.

Unfortunately, on my way down to Buenos Aires I 
lost Coco’s address, and I did not discover the loss until 
1 got back to England. But he had mine, and I felt sure 
that he would write and ask me to send him a bird book 
or perhaps some paints, for such things are hard to get 
in Argentina. But there was no word from him. Then, 
when Christmas came, I sent him a card, and in it I reit­
erated my offer to send him anything he needed. I sent 
the card care of Charles,*  at Calilegua, who kindly drove 
out and delivered it to Coco. Then Coco wrote to me, a 
charming letter, in which he apologised for his bad Eng­
lish, but he thought that, nevertheless, it was improving 
slightly. He gave me news of his birds and his painting. 
But there was not a single request in the letter. So, at 
the risk of offending him, I packed up a parcel of books 
that I thought would be of the greatest use to him, and 
shipped them off. And now, when I get disgruntled with 
my lot, when I get irritated because I can’t afford some 
new animal, or a new book, or a new gadget for my cam­
era, I remember Coco in his tiny study, working hard 
and enthusiastically with inadequate tools and money, 
and it has a salutary effect on me. On the way back to 
Calilegua Luna asked me what I had thought of Coco, 
since everyone in the village thought he was loco. I said 
he was, in my opinion, one of the sanest men I had ever 
met, and certainly one of the most remarkable. I hope 
that some day I have the privilege of meeting him again.

On the way back to Calilegua we stopped briefly at 
another village where Luna had heard a rumour that 
some bicho was being kept. To my delight it turned out 



to be a fully adult male peccary, ridiculously tame, and 
the perfect mate for Juanita. He was called, by his owner, 
Juan, and so we purchased him, and put him, grunting 
excitedly, into the back of the car and drove back to 
Calilegua in triumph. Juan, however, was so large, 
clumsy and eagerly tame that I felt he might, in all in­
nocence, damage Juanita, who was only a quarter his 
size, and very fragile, so I was forced to cage them sepa­
rately until Juanita had grown sufficiently. However, 
they touched noses through the bars, and seemed to be 
delighted with each other, so I had hope of eventually 
arranging a successful marriage.

At last the day came when I had to leave Calilegua. 
I did not want to leave a bit, for everyone had been too 
kind to me. Joan and Charles, Helmuth and Edna, and 
the human nightingale Luna, had accepted me, this com­
plete stranger, into their lives, allowed me to disrupt 
their routine, showered me with kindness and done every­
thing possible to help in my work. But, although I had 
been a stranger on arrival in Calilegua, such was the kind­
ness shown to me that within a matter of hours I felt I 
had been there for years. To say that I was sorry to 
leave these friends was putting it mildly.

My journey was, in the first stages, slightly compli­
cated. I had to take the collection on the small railway 
that ran from Calilegua to the nearest big town. Here 
everything had to be transshipped on to the Buenos Aires 
train. Charles, realising that I was worried about the 
transshipment side of the business, insisted that Luna 
travelled with me as far as the main town, and that he, 
Helmuth and Edna (for Joan was still ill) would drive 
into the town and meet us there, to sort out any diffi­
culties. I protested at the amount of trouble this would 
put them to, but they shouted my protests down, and 
Edna said that if she was not allowed to see me off she 
would give me no more gin that evening. This frightful 
threat squashed my protests effectively.

So, on the morning of departure, a tractor dragging 
a giant flat cart arrived outside Charles’s house, and the 
crates of animals were piled up on it and then driven 
slowly to the station. Here we stacked them on the plat­
form, and awaited the arrival of the train. I felt distinctly 
less happy when I examined the railway lines. They were
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worn right down, obviously never having been replaced 
for years. In places the weight of the train had pushed 
both the sleeper * and the track so far into the ground 
that, from certain angles, they seemed to disappear alto­
gether. There was such a riot of weeds and grass growing 
ail over the track anyway, that it was difficult enough 
to see where the railway began and the undergrowth 
ended. I estimated that if the train travelled at anything 
more than five miles an hour on such a track we were 
going to have the train crash of the century.*

“This is nothing,” said Charles proudly, when I pro­
tested at the state of the lines, “this is good compared 
to some parts of the track.”

“And I thought the plane I came in was dangerous 
enough,” I said, “but this is pure suicide. You can’t even 
call them railway lines, they’re both so bent they look 
like a couple of drunken snakes."

“Well, we haven’t had an accident yet,” said Charles. 
And with this cheerful news I had to be content. When 
th« train eventually came into view it was so startling 

, it drove all thoughts about the state of the track 
of my head. The carriages were wooden, and looked 
the ones you see in old Western films.*  But it was 

engine that was so remarkable. It was obviously an 
one, again straight out of a Wild West film, with a 
ntic cowcatcher * in front. But someone, obviously 
atisfied with its archaic appearance, had attempted 
iven it up a bit, and had streamlined it with sheets 
netal, painted in broad orange, yellow and scarlet 
tes. It was, to say the least, the gayest engine I had 

seen; it looked as though it had just come straight 
i a carnival as it swept down towards us at a majes- 
twenty miles an hour, the overgrown track covering 
rails so successfully that the thing looked as though 
as coming straight across country. It roared into the 
ion with a scream of brakes, and then proudly let 
a huge cloud of pungent black smoke that enveloped 
ill. Hastily we pushed the animal crates into the 
■d’s van, Luna and I went and got ourselves a wooden 
in the compartment next door, and then, with a 

t jerk and a shudder, the train was off.
i’or most of the way the road ran parallel with tho 
vay, only separated by a tangle of grass and shrubs, 



and a low barbed-wire fence. So Charles, Helmuth and 
Edna, drove along parallel with our carriage, shouting 
insults and abuse at us, shaking their fists and accusing 
Luna and myself of a rich variety of crimes. The other 
passengers were at first puzzled, and then, when they 
realised the joke, they joined in heartily, even suggesting 
a few choice insults we could shout back. When Hel­
muth accused Luna of having a voice as sweet as that 
of a donkey suffering from laryngitis, the orange that 
Luna hurled out of the train window missed Helmuth’s 
head by only a fraction of an inch. It was childish, but 
it was fun, and the whole train joined in. At each of the 
numerous little stations we had to stop at, the idiots 
in the car would drive on ahead, and be there on the plat­
form to present me with a huge bouquet of wilting flow­
ers, after which I would make a long and impassioned 
speech in modern Greek * out of the train window, to the 
complete mystification of the passengers who had only 
just joined the train, and obviously thought that I was 
some sort of visiting politician. So we enjoyed ourselves 
hugely until we reached the town where I was to change 
trains. Here we piled the collection carefully on the 
platform, posted a porter in charge to keep people from 
annoying the animals, and went to have a meal, for 
there were several hours to wait before the Buenos Aires 
train got in.

When we reassembled dusk had fallen, and the Buenos 
Aires train puffed and rumbled its way into the station 
in an impressive cloud of sparks and steam. But it was 
just an ordinary engine, and bore not the remotest resem­
blance to the vivid, lurching dragon that had transported 
us so nobly from Calilegua. Helmuth, Luna and I care­
fully stacked the animals into the van that I had hired, 
and which proved to be far smaller than I anticipated. 
Charles, meanwhile, had run my sleeping berth to earth,*  
and put my things inside. I was to share it with three 
other people, but none of them was present, and so I 
could only hope that they would be interesting. Then, 
with, nothing to do but wait for departure, I squatted on 
the steps leading from the carriage, while the others gath­
ered in a group around me. Edna fumbled in her bag, and 
then held up something that glinted in the dim lights 
of the station. A bottle of gin.
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“A parting present," she said, grinning at me wickedly, 
"I could not bear to think of you travelling all that way 
without any food.”

“Helmuth,” I said, as Luna went of in search of tonic 
water and glasses. “You have a wife in a million.”

“Maybe,” said Helmuth gloomily, “but she only 
does this for you, Gerry. She never gives me gin 
when I go away. She just tells me that I drink too 
much,”

So, standing on the station, we toasted each other. 
1 had just finished my drink when the guard’s whistle 
squealed, and the train started to move. Still clutching 
their drinks the others ran alongside to shake my hand, 
and I nearly fell out of the train kissing Edna goodbye. 
The train gathered speed, and I saw them in a group 
under the dim station lights, holding up their glasses 
in a last toast, before they were lost to view, and I went 
gloomily to my compartment, carrying the remains of 
the gin.

The train journey was not quite as bad as I had antici­
pated, although, naturally, travelling on an Argentine train 
with forty-odd cages * of assorted livestock, is no picnic. My 
chief fear was that during the night (or day) at some sta­
tion or other, they would shunt my carriage-load of ani­
mals into a siding and forget to reattach it. This awful 
experience had once happened to an animal-collector 
friend of mine in South America, and by the time he had 
discovered his loss and raced back to the station in a 
hired car, nearly all his specimens were dead. So I was 
determined that, whenever we stopped, night or day, 
1 was going to be out on the platform to make sure my 
precious cargo was safe. This extraordinary behaviour 
of leaping out of my bunk in the middle of the night 
puzzled my sleeping companions considerably. They were 
three young and charming footballers, returning from 
Chile where they had been playing. As soon as I explained 
my actions to them, however, they were full of concern 
at the amount of sleep I was losing, and insisted on 
taking turns with me during the night, which they did 
dutifully during the rest of the trip. To them the whole 
process must have appeared ludicrous in the extreme, 
but they treated the matter with great seriousness,, and 
helped me considerably.
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Another problem was that I could only get to my 
animals when the train was in a station, for their van 
was not connected by the corridor to the rest of the train. 
Here the sleeping car attendant came into his own. * He 
would warn me ten minutes before we got to a station, 
and tell me how long we were going to stay there. This 
gave me time to wend my way down the train until I 
reached the animal van, and when the train pulled up, 
to jump out and minister to their wants.

The three carriages I had to go through to reach the 
animal van were the third-class parts of the train, and 
on the wooden benches therein was a solid mass of hu­
manity surrounded by babies, bottles of wine, mothers- 
in-law, goats, chickens, pigs, baskets of fruit, and other 
necessities of travel. When this gay, exuberant, garlic­
breathing crowd learned the reason for my curious and 
constant peregrinations to the van at the back, they 
united in their efforts to help. As soon as the train stopped 
they would help me out on to the platform, find the 
nearest water-tap for me, send their children scuttling 
in all directions to buy me bananas or bread or whatever 
commodity was needed for the animals, and then, when 
I had finished my chores, they would hoist me lovingly 
on board the slowly-moving train, and make earnest 
inquiries as to the puma’s health, or how the birds were 
standing up to the heat, and was it true that I had a par­
rot that said “Hijo de puta”? Then they would offer me 
sweetmeats, sandwiches, glasses of wine or pots of meat, 
show me their babies, their goats or chickens or pigs, 
sing songs for me, and generally treat me as one of the 
family. They were so charming and kind, so friendly, 
that when we eventually pulled slowly into the huge, 
echoing station at Buenos Aires, I was almost sorry the 
trip was over. The animals were piled into a lorry, my 
hand was wrung by a hundred people, and we roared off 
to take the creatures, all of whom had survived the jour­
ney remarkably well, to join the rest of the collection in 
the huge shed in the Museum grounds.

That evening, to my horror, I discovered that a good 
friend of mine was giving a cocktail party to celebrate 
my return to Buenos Aires. I hate cocktail parties, but 
could think of no way of refusing this one without caus­
ing offence. So, tired though we were, Sophie and I
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' dolled up * and we went. The majority of people there Г 
had never met, and did not particularly want to, but 
there was sprinkling of old friends to make it worth­
while. I was standing quietly discussing things of mutual 
interest with a friend of mine when I was approached 
by a type that I detest. It is the typical Englishman 
that seems, like some awful weed, to flourish best in for­
eign climes. This particular one I had met before, and 
had not liked. Now he loomed over me, wearing, as if 
to irritate me still further, his Old School tie. He had a 
face empty of expression, like a badly-made death-mask, 
and the supercilious, drawling voice that is supposed 
to prove to the world that even if you have no brains 
you were well brought up.

“I hear," he said condescendingly, “that you’ve just 
got back from Jujuy”.

“Yes," I said shortly.
“By train?” he inquired, with a faint look of distaste. 
“Yes," I said.
“What sort of trip down did you have?” he asked. 
“Very nice... very pleasant,” I said.
“I suppose there was a very ordinary crowd of chaps 

on the train,” he said commiseratingly. I looked at him, 
, his dough-like face, his empty eyes, and I remembered 

my train companions: the burly young footballers who 
had helped me with the night watches; the old man who 
had recited Martin. Fierro * to me until, in self-defence, 
I had been forced to eat some garlic too, between the 
thirteenth and fourteenth stanzas; the dear old fat lady 
whom I had bumped into and who had fallen backwards 
into her basket of eggs, and who refused to let me pay 
for the damage because, as she explained, she had not 
laughed so much for years. I looked at this vapid repre­
sentative of my kind, and I could not resist it.

“Yes,” I said sorrowfully. “They were a very ordinary 
crowd of chaps. Do you know that only a few of them 
wore ties, and not one of them could speak English?”

Then I left him to get myself another drink. I felt I 
deserved it.



THE CUSTOMS OF THE COUNTRY

When you have a large collection of animals to trans­
port from one end of the world to the other you cannot, 
as a lot of people seem to think, just hoist them aboard 
the nearest ship and set off with a gay wave of your hand. 
There is slightly more to it than this. Your first problem 
is to find a shipping company who will agree to carry 
animals. Most shipping people, when you mention the 
words “animal cargo” to them grow pale, and get vivid 
mental pictures of the Captain being eviscerated on the 
bridge by a jaguar, the First Officer being slowly crushed 
in the coils of some enormous snake, while the passen­
gers are pursued from one end of the ship to the other by a 
host of repulsive and deadly beasts of various species. 
Shipping people, on the whole, seem to be under the 
impression you want to travel on one of their ships for 
the sole purpose of releasing all the creatures which you 
have spent six hard months collecting.

Once, however, you have surmounted this psycho­
logical hurdle, there are still many problems. There are 
consultations with the Chief Steward as to how much 
refrigerator space you can have for your meat, fish and 
eggs, without starving the passengers in consequence; 
the Chief Officer and the Bosun * have to be consulted 
on where and how your cages are to be stacked, and how 
they are to be secured for rough weather, and how many 
ship’s tarpaulins you can borrow. Then you pay a formal 
call on the Captain and, generally over a gin, you tell 
him (almost with tears in your eyes) you will be so little 
trouble aboard that he won’t even notice you are there — 
a statement which neither he nor you believe. But, most 
important of all, you generally have to have your collec­
tion ready for embarkation a good ten days or so before 
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the ship is scheduled to leave, for a number of things 
may happen in some ports that will put the sailing date 
forward, or, more irritatingly, backward, and you have 
to be on the spot to receive your orders. [...] The end of 
a trip is, then, the most harrowing, frustrating, tiring 
and frightening part. When people ask me about the 
“dangers” of my trips I am always tempted to say that 
the “dangers” of the forest pale into insignificance * as 
compared with the dangers of being stranded in a remote 
part of the world with a collection of a hundred and fifty 
animals to feed, and your money running out.

However, we had now, it seemed, surmounted all 
these obstacles. A ship had been procured, consultations 
with the people on board had been satisfactory, food for 
the animals had been ordered, and everything appeared 
to be running smoothly. It was at this precise juncture 
that Juanita, the baby peccary, decided to liven up life 
for us by catching pneumonia.

The animals, as I have said, were now in a huge shed 
in the Museum grounds, which had no heating. While 
this did not appear to worry any of the other animals 
unduly (although it was the beginning of the Argentine 
winter and getting progressively colder) Juanita decided 
to be different. Without so much as a preliminary 
cough to warn us, Juanita succumbed. In the morning 
she was full of beans,*  and devoured her food avidly; 
in the evening, when we went to cover the animals for the 
night, she looked decidedly queer. She was, for one thing, 
leaning against the side of her box as if for support, her 
eyes half-closed, her breathing rapid and rattling in her 
throat. Hastily I opened the door of the cage and called 
her. She made a tremendous effort, stood upright shakily, 
tottered out of the cage and collapsed in my arms. It 
was in the best cinematic tradition, but rather frighten­
ing. As I held her I could hear her breath wheezing and 
bubbling in her tiny chest, and her body lay in my arms 
limp and cold.

In order to husband * our rapidly decreasing money 
supplies two friends in Buenos Aires had rallied round 
and allowed Sophie and me to stay in their respective 
flats, in order to save on hotel bills. So, while Sophie 
was ensconced in the flat of Blondie Maitland-Harriot, 
I was occupying a camp-bed in the flat of one David 
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Jones. At the moment when I discovered Juanita’s con­
dition David was with me. As I wrapped her up in my 
coat I did some rapid thinking. The animal had to have 
warmth, and plenty of it. But I knew we could not pro­
vide it in that great tin barn, even if we lit a bonfire 
like the Great Fire of London. * Blondie already had a 
sick parrot of mine meditatively chewing the wallpaper 
off the bathroom in her flat, and I felt it was really car­
rying friendship too far to ask if I could introduce a pec­
cary as well into her beautifully appointed * flat. David 
had now returned at the double * from the Land-Rover 
whence he had gone to get a blanket to wrap the pig in. 
In one hand he was clasping a half-bottle of brandy.

“This any good?” he inquired, as I swaddled Juanita 
in the blanket.

“Yes, wonderful. Look, heat a drop of milk on the 
spirit stove and mix a teaspoonful of brandy with it, 
will you?”

While David did this, Juanita, almost invisible in 
her cocoon of blanket and coat, coughed alarmingly. 
Eventually, the brandy and milk were ready, and I man­
aged to get two spoonfuls down her throat, though it 
was a hard job, for she was almost unconscious.

“Anything else we can do,” said David hopefully, for, 
like me, he had grown tremendously fond of the little 
Pig-

“Yes, she’s got to have a whacking great shot * of 
penicillin and much warmth and fresh air as she can 
get.”

I looked at him hopefully.
“Let’s take her back to the flat,” said David, as I 

had hoped he would. We wasted no more time. The 
Land-Rover sped through the rain-glistening streets at 
a dangerous pace, and how we arrived at the flat intact 
was a miracle. While I hurried upstairs with Juanita, 
David rushed round to Blondie’s flat, for there Sophie 
had our medicine chest with the penicillin and the hypo­
dermic syringes.

I laid the by now completely unconscious Juanita on 
David’s sofa, and although the flat was warm with the 
central heating, I turned on the electric fire as well, 
and then opened all the windows that would not create 
draughts. David was back in an incredibly short space 
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of time, and rapidly we boiled the hypodermic and then 
I gave Juanita the biggest dose of penicillin I dared. 
It was, almost, kill or cure, * for I had never used penicil­
lin on a peccary before, and for all I knew * they might 
be allergic to it. * Then, for an hour, we sat and watched 
her. At the end of that time I persuaded myself that her 
breathing was a little easier, but she was still unconscious 
and I knew she was a very long way from recovery.

“Look,” said David, when I had listened to Juanita’s 
chest for the fourteen-hundredth time, “are we doing any 
good, just sitting here looking at her?”

“No,” I said reluctantly, “I don’t think we’ll really 
see any change for about three or four hours, if then. 
She’s right out * at the moment, but I think the brandy 
has a certain amount to do with that.”

“Well,” said David practically, “let’s go and get some­
thing to eat at Oily’s. I don’t know about you, but I’m 
hungry. We needn’t be more that three-quarters of an 
hour.”

“О. К.,” I said reluctantly, “I suppose you’re right”.
So, having made sure that Juanita was comfortable 

and that the electric fire could not set fire to her blankets, 
we drove down to Oily’s Music Bar in 25 de Mayo, which 

i is a street that runs along what used to be the old water­
front of Buenos Aires. It is a street lined with tiny clubs,, 
some of which have the most delightful names like “My 
Desire”, “The Blue Moon Hall of Beauties”, and, perhaps 
slightly more mysteriously, “Joe’s Terrific * Display”.

It was not the sort of street a respectable man would 
be seen in, but I had long ceased to worry about respect­
ability. With my various friends we had visited most 
of these tiny, dark, smoky bars, and drunk drinks of 
minute size and colossal price, and watched the female 
“hostesses” * at their age-old work. But, of all the bars, 
the one we liked best was Oily’s Music Bar, and we al­
ways made this our port of call. * There were many rea­
sons for liking Oily’s. Firstly, was the walnut-wrinkled 
Oily himself and his lovely wife. Secondly, Oily not 
only gave you fair measure in your glass, but frequently 
stood you a drink * himself. Thirdly, his bar was well- 
lit, so that you could actually see your companions; in 
the other bars you would have had to be a bat or an owl 
to observe clearly. Fourthly, his hostesses were not al­
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lowed to irritate you by constantly suggesting you bought 
them drinks, and fifthly, there was a brother and sister 
with a guitar who sang and played delightfully. Lastly, 
and perhaps most importantly, I have seen the hostesses 
at Oily’s, when their night’s work was done, kiss Oily 
and his wife goodnight as tenderly as if they had been 
the girls’ parents.

So David and I made our way down the stairs into 
Oily’s and were greeted with delight by Oily and his 
wife. The reason for our depression being explained the 
whole bar was full of commiseration; Oily stood us both 
a large vodka, and the hostesses gathered round us to 
tell us they were sure Juanita would get well, and gener­
ally tried to cheer us up. But, as we stood there eating 
hot sausages and sandwiches and consuming vodka, not 
even the gay carnavalitos * the brother and sister played 
and sang specially for us could cure my depression. I felt 
sure that Juanita was going to die, and I had grown 
absurdly fond of the little creature. Eventually, when 
we had eaten and drunk, we said goodbye and climbed 
the steps that led to the road.

“Come tomorrow and tell us how the animal is,” 
called Oily.

“Si, si," said the hostesses, like a Greek chorus, “come 
tomorrow and tell us how the pobrecita * is.”

By the time we had got back to David’s flat I was 
convinced that we should find Juanita dead. When we 
went into the living-room I gazed at the pile of blankets 
on the sofa, and had to force myself to go and look. I 
lifted one corner of the blanket gently and a twinkling dark 
eye gazed up at me lovingly, while a pink plunger-shaped 
nose wiffled, and a faint, very faint, grunt of pleasure 
came from the invalid.

“Good God, she’s better,” said David incredulously.
“A bit,” I said cautiously. “She’s not out of danger 

yet, but I think there’s a bit of hope.”
As if to second this Juanita gave another grunt.
In order to make sure that Juanita did not kick off 

her blanket during the night and make her condition 
worse I took her to bed with me on the sofa. She lay very 
quietly across my chest and slept deeply. Though her 
breathing was still wheezy it had lost that awful rasp­
ing sound which you could hear with each breath she 
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took to begin with. I was awoken the following morning 
by a cold, rubbery nose being pushed into my eye, and 
hearing Juanita’s wheezy grunts of greeting, I unwrapped 
her and saw she was a different animal. Her eyes 
were bright, her temperature was normal, her breathing 
was still wheezy, but much more even, and, best of all, 
she even stood up for a brief, wobbly moment. From 
then she never looked back. * She got better by leaps and 
bounds, * but the better she felt the worse patient she 
made. As soon as she could walk without falling over 
every two steps, she insisted on spending the day trot­
ting about the room, and was most indignant because 
I made her wear a small blanket, safety-pinned under 
her chin, like a cloak. She ate like a horse, and we show­
ered delicacies on her. But it was during the nights 
that I found her particularly trying. She thought this 
business of sleeping with me a terrific idea, and, flatter­
ing though this was, I did not agree. We seemed to have 
different ideas about the purposes for which one went to 
bed. I went in order to sleep, while Juanita thought it 
was the best time of the day for a glorious romp. A baby 
peccary’s tusks and hooves are extremely sharp, and their 
noses are hard, rubbery and moist, and to have all these 
three weapons applied to one’s anatomy when one is 
trying to drift off into a peaceful sleep is trying, to put 
it mildly. Sometimes she would do a sort of porcine * 
tango with her sharp hooves along my stomach and 
chest, and at other times she would simply chase her tail 
round and round, until I began to fell like the unfortu­
nate victim in The Pit and the Pendulum * She would 
occasionally break off her little dance in order to come 
and stick her wet nose into my eye, to see how I was 
enjoying it. At other times she would become obsessed 
with the idea that I had, concealed about my person 
somewhere, a rare delicacy. It may have been truffles 
for all know, but whatever it was she would make a 
thorough search with nose, tusks and hooves, grunting 
shrilly and peevishly when she couldn’t find anything. 
Round about three a. m, she would sink into a deep, 
untroubled sleep. Then, at five-thirty, she would take a 
quick gallop up and down my body to make sure I woke 
up in good shape. This lasted for four soul-scaring nights, 
until I felt she was sufficiently recovered, and then I 
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risked her to a box at night, to her intense and vocal 
lignation.
I had only just pulled Juanita round * in time, for 
sooner was she better that we got a message to say 
t the ship was ready to leave. I would have hated to 
re undertaken a voyage with Juanita as sick as she 
I been, for I am sure she would have died.
So, on the appointed day, our two lorry-loads of equip- 
nt and animal-cages rolled down to the dock, fol- 
red by the Land-Rover, and then began the prolonged 
I exhausting business of hoisting the animals on board, 
I arranging the cages in their places on the hatch, 
s is always a nerve-racking time, for as the great 
s, piled high with cages, soar into the air, you are 
ays convinced that a rope is going to break and de- 
it your precious animals either into the sea or else in 
langled heap on the dockside. But, by the evening, 
last cage was safely aboard, and the last piece of 

ipment stowed away in the hold, and we could 
tx.
All our friends were there to see us off, and, if in one 
;wo people’s eyes was a semi-repressed expression of 
ef, who was to blame them, for I had made martyrs 
hem all in one way or another. However, we were all 
austed but relaxed, ploughing our way through a 
es of bottles I had had the foresight to order in my 
in. Everything was on board, everything was safe, 
now all we had to do was to have a farewell drink, 

in an hour the ship was sailing. Just as I was replen- 
ng everyone’s glass for the fifth toast, a little man in 
toms uniform appeared in the cabin doorway, rustl- 
a sheaf of papers. I gazed at him fondly, without any 
nonition of danger.
‘Senor Durrell?” he asked politely.
Senor Garcia?” I inquired.
St,v he said, flushing with pleasure that I 
ild know his name, “I am Senor Garcia of the 
ana.”
t was Marie who scented danger.
Is anything wrong?” she asked.
St, st, senorita, the senor’s papers are all in order, 
they have not been signed by а (1езраскап1е.г1 * 

What on earth’s a despachcmteV1 I asked.
0.71



“It is sort of man,” said Marie worriedly, and turned 
back to the little Customs man. “But is this essential, 
senor?”

“Si, sehorita” he said gravely, “without the despachan­
te’s signature we cannot let the animals be taken. They 
will have to be unloaded.”

I felt as though someone had removed my entire stom­
ach in one piece, for we had about three-quarters of an 
hour.

“But is there no despachante here who will sign it?” 
asked Marie.

“Senorita, it is late, they have all gone home,” said 
Senor Garcia.

This is, of course, the sort of situation which takes 
about twenty years off your life. I could imagine the ship­
ping company’s reaction if we now went to them and 
told them that, instead of gaily casting off for England 
in an hour’s time, they would be delayed five hours or 
so while they unloaded all my animals from the hatch, 
and, what was worse, all my equipment and the Land- 
Rover which were deep in the bowels of the ship. But 
by now my friends, unfortunate creatures, were used 
to crises like this, and they immediately burst into activ­
ity. Mercedes, Josefina, Rafael and David went to argue 
with the Chief of Customs on duty, while Willie Ander­
son, another friend of ours, went off with Marie to the 
private home of a despachante he knew. This was on the 
outskirts of Buenos Aires, so they would have to drive 
like the devil to get back in time. The happy farewell 
party burst like a bomb and our friends all fled in dif­
ferent directions. Sophie and I could only wait and hope, 
while I mentally rehearsed how I would phrase the news 
to the Captain, without being seriously maimed, if we 
had to unload everything.

Presently the party who had been arguing with the 
Chief of Customs returned despondently.

“No use,” said David, “he’s adamant. No signature, 
no departure.” I...]

We had twenty minqtes to go. * At that moment we 
heard a car screech to a halt on the docks 
(Hitside. We piled out on to the deck, and there, 
coming up the gangway, smiling triumphantly, were 
Marie and Willie^ waving the necessary documents^ all 
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beatifully signed by what must be the finest, noblest 
despachante in the business. So, with ten minutes to go 
we all had a drink. I even gave Seiior Garcia one.

Then the steward poked his head in to say that we 
would be casting off in a moment, and we trooped on to 
the deck. We said our goodbyes, and our tribe of friends 
made their way down on to the quay. Ropes were cast 
off, and slowly the gap between the ship and the dock 
widened, so that we could see the shuddering reflection 
of the quay lights in the dark waters. Presently the ship 
gained speed, and soon our friends were lost to sight, 
and all we could see was the great heap of multicoloured 
lights that was Buenos Aries.

As we turned away from the rail and made our way 
to our cabins, I remembered Darwin’s words, written 
a century before. When speaking of the travelling natu­
ralist he said: “He will discover how many truly kind- 
hearted people there are with whom he had never before had, 
or ever again will have, any further communication, who 
yet are ready to offer him most disinterested assistance"



STOP PRESS *

For those that are interested here is an up-to-date 
account of the creatures we brought back. Claudius the 
tapir, whom I could once lift up in my arms — at the 
risk of a rupture — is now the size of a pony, and eagerly 
awaiting a bride when we can afford one.

Mathias and Martha, the coatimundis, have settled 
down to domestic bliss and have produced two sets of 
children. Martha, at the time of writing, is again in an 
interesting condition.

Juan and Juanita, the peccaries, also had two sets 
of babies, and are expecting a third.

Luna, the puma, the ocelot and the Geoffroy’s cat 
are all flourishing, getting fatter with each passing day.

Blanco, the Tucuman Amazon, still says “Hijo de 
puta!1., but very softly now.

All the other birds, beasts and reptiles are equally 
well, and many showing signs of wanting to breed.

Which leaves me with only one thing to say and thus, 
I hope, stop people writing to ask me! my zoo is a private 
one, but it is open to the public every day of the yea^ 
except Christmas Day.

So come and see us.



NOTES

TO PAGE 4
Characters — here characteristics, features
the case is not peculiar to myself — I am not the only per­

son who feels this way
Darwin, Charles Robert (1809—1882) — the great English natu­

ralist, founder of the theory of evolution. In 1831—36 he made a 
voyage round the world on board the Beagle. The results of his 
observations of animals and plants, made during the voyage, 
were described in the naturalist’s journal, The Voyage of 
II. M. S. Beagle.

H. M. S. — His (Her) Majesty’s Ship, a ship of the British 
navy

TO PAGE 5
The title contains a pun, since the chapter deals with the 

customs of the country in two senses of the word: (1) the way things 
are done by most people in a given country, its usual practices; 
(2) the department of the government service that collects import 
duties, i.e. taxes paid to the government on imported goods 
(Sp. aduana).

The pronoun she is sometimes used with the names of 
countries and towns.

jacaranda tree — a South American tree with hard brown 
wood (called rose-wood from its fragrance and widely used in 
cabinet-making)

palo borracho (Sp.) — borracho tree, another species of South 
American trees

a suicidal streak — an inclination to suicide
Land-Rover ~ make of car; a car able to move across the 

Helds or country, not following roads, a cross-country car
TO PAGE e
feminine pulchritude female beauty; using long bookish 

words of Latin and Greek origin, the author makes this phrase 
sound ironically pompous

the Argentine (or the Argentines) —»another name for Argen­
tina, now slightly archaic and therefore sounding more dignified
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a cross between the Parthenon rpaiemenj ana tne rteicnstag 
[Taikstcr.g] —resembling at once the Parthenon, a world-famous 
temple of Athena (on the Acropolis at Athens), and the building 
of the Reichstag (i.e. the former German legislative assembly) 
in Berlin

in the bowels — here within, in the innermost part
The verb weave (Past Ind. wove) is here used figuratively, 

implying that the movement of the car resembled a shuttle car­
rying the weft-thread across between threads of warp, in the pro­
cess of weaving.

TO PAGE 7

to the best of my knowledge — as far as I know
warming to my work — here getting more and more angry 

and excited
de hand — Josefina’s pronunciation of the hand (she asked 

the author to thrust his arm out of the window, giving a warning 
that she was going to turn). Josefina’s knowledge of English is far 
from perfect; the author occasionally reproduces some peculiari­
ties of her pronunciation and her chaotic order of words. These 
deviations from the rules of grammar in the speech of non-English 
characters (Dicky de Sola, Luna, Coco and others) are easy to 
recognize and need not be specially commented upon.

screeched to a shuddering halt — suddenly stopped or halted 
with a screech

janimal! (Sp.) — you beast! (Note that in the Spanish lan­
guage exclamation and interrogation marks always appear not 
only at the end, but also at the beginning of a sentence or 
phrase, in inverted form.)

to meet our Maker (i.e. God) — a euphemistic paraphrase 
for to die

TO PAGE 8

amidships — in the middle (of the ship), a naval term here 
used figuratively

blurry — Josefina’s pronunciation of bloody (a vulgar equiva­
lent of damned)', the words shock the author as being highly unsuit­
able for female conversation

Anglo-Saxon expletives — here strong language (oaths in 
English are mostly of Anglo-Saxon origin)

his... eau-de-cologne-encrusted brow — a solemn allusion 
to Senor Garcia’s habit of lavishly using eau-de-cologne

TO PAGE 9

Dante — Dante Alighieri (1265—1321), the author of the great 
Italian poem Divine Comedy, its first part being Inferno {Hell) 
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the numbing effect — here the paralysing effect
tapir — a hoofed hog-like mammal of tropical America and 

the Malayan peninsula; tapirs have flexible snouts; feed on plants
gone wrong — here a bit disproportionate, somewhat unusual 

in appearance as far as elephants go
The author makes ironical use of a military cliche,

TO PAGE 10 t ! ■
Jacquie — the author’s wife (short tor Jacqueline)
Claudius ['kloicljas] — one of the Roman emperors (41—54 

A. D.)
’ . en route [a:n 'ru:t] (Fr.) — on the way

Great Dane — a large short-haired dog of a breed of massive 
size and great strength

French window — a glazed folding door that serves as a door 
and a window, opening on to a garden or balcony

TO PAGE 11
dinosaur [’dameso:] — an extinct gigantic reptile
what with the Aduana and this bloody tapir... — This em­

phatic construction is used when enumerating the various causes 
of one’s distress, embarrassment and the like.

the Queen Mary — one of the biggest Atlantic liners

TO PAGE 12
to put one’s mind to something — to direct one’s thoughts 

towards it, to set one’s mind on doing something
simpatico (Sp.) — nice, pleasant

TO PAGE 13
fur seal—a warm-blooded, fish-eating animal, found chief­

ly in cold regions; fur seal is hunted for its valuable fur (Russ. 
котик)

elephant seal — a species of seal, so called on account of the 
shape of the male’s nose which resembles an elephant’s trunk, 
and also on account of its elephantine size (the male measures 
as much as 5.5 m in length and weighs up to 3.5 tons); now al­
most entirely destroyed (Russ, морской слон)

то page 15
to warm to somebody — to begin liking somebody better 

by and by
to win somebody over — to make somebody take a liking 

to you, feel friendly towards you
to decide somebody — to cause somebody to come to 

a decision ....... ... .
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covey — here a group, a party (the word is generally used 
to designate a family of partidges)

TO PAGE 17
deer-stalker hat (or cap) — a cloth cap with a peak before 

and behind and two ear-flaps; it is often called a deer-stalker for short

prenatal posture — the position of an unborn baby in the 
mother’s womb

Tres Arroyos ['tres e'roias] (Sp.) — Three Streams
the Pampa (or Pampas) — the extensive treeless plains of 

South America

TO PAGE 18
eucalyptus tree — a tree of the myrtle family; most of the 

trees of this genus are important timber trees, and some secrete 
resinous gums (e. g. the Australian gum-tree)

like leprous limbs — like the arms and legs of people af­
fected with leprosy, a chronic infectious disease characterized 
by a thickening and ulceration of the skin

estancia (Sp.) — farm, estate
carunculated — covered with caruncles, small hard out­

growths
electric-blue — a steely blue colour
oven-bird ('Avnbaid] — the popular name of various South 

American birds which build dome-shaped oven-like nests (Russ. 
птица-печник)

blank-faced — here inexpressive, lacking individuality

TO PAGE 19

tattoo [ta'tu:] — a continuous tapping or knocking
fHola! (Sp.) — Hullo!

sanitary arrangements — a polite way of speaking about 
a lavatory

stone — measure of weight used in Great Britain (6.34 kg); 
the plural form is unchanged

Chelsea — a district of London on the north bank of the 
Thames, with many gardens, including the London Botanic Gar­
den

buenas noches (Sp.) — good evening
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TO PAGE 20

^Hablo con la patrona? (Sp.) — Am I speaking to tile host­
ess?

Si, si, senor... ^que quieres? (Sp.) — Yes, sir, what is it 
you need?

she puffed and undulated her way down to the kitchen — puff­
ing and undulating, she made her way to the kitchen (note this 
construction, often resorted to by the author when describing 
different sorts of movement)

monochromatic Martian landscape — the author evidently 
has in mind standard descriptions of the planet Mars encountered 
in science-fiction books

country — here ground

TO PAGE 21

nodded off — fell suddenly asleep ‘
Scotch = Scotch whisky

TO PAGE 22

dust-devil — a mass of dust whirling rapidly round and 
round in cylindrical or funnel shape

TO PAGE 23

I ever dream = that I ever dreamed of (i.e. imagined). In 
the next remark the same verb is used in a different meaning: 
'to see in sleep’.

introduction — here a letter of introduction, one that intro- 
duces a person to friends or acquaintances of the writer

in a... reptilian manner — like a serpent or a lizard

TO PAGE 24

to make out with something (colloq.) — to get along, be satis­
fied with something

TO PAGE 25

Crow’s feet — wrinkles at the outer corner of the eye
to sum up somebody — to form a final opinion or judgment 

if somebody
(iSi, si, Como no? (Sp.) — Yes, yes, why not?
forlorn — here sad
lilting (said of a melody) — swinging or flowing rhythmically
joie de vivre ('swa de 'viivrej (Fr,) joy of life
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TO PAGE 28 ' ■ - f
cacophonous — unmelodious • , ,/
T. B. — short for tuberculosis i- 1
in a body — all together, as one man 
moth-eaten-looking — old and decrepit, looking like an old 

rag eaten by clothes-moth
When speaking of airplanes, the English sometimes use the 

pronoun she, as in the case of ships.
wind-sock — a canvas cylinder or cone flying from a masthead 

to show the direction of wind

TO PAGE 27 ‘i
came into their own — here got down to business
the plane bumped and shuddered to a halt — bumping and 

shuddering, the plane came to a halt (cf. note to p. 7)
their equine charges — the ponies in their charge, the ponies 

they had been holding back (Durrell is fond of Latin adjectives 
of this type as opposed to the simple-sounding English nouns: 
compare horse and equine, cat and feline, pig and porcine)

banshee [baen'/i:] — according to Irish and Scotch beliefs, 
a spirit whose wail gives warning of death in a house •

TO PAGE 28
Trafalgar Square lions — the four bronze figures of lions which 

lie with their heads thrown back and fore paws stretched out, deco­
rating the corners of the quadrangular base of the Nelson column 
in Trafalgar Square, Loudon

TO PAGE 29 n
magenta — a brilliant crimson colour
scrunched our way — made our way noisily grinding the 

gravel under the wheels of the car (cf. note to p. 20)
to switchback — to follow a zigzag route in a mountainous 

region
peon f'pi.’an] — in Mexico and Spanish South America, a la­

bourer, especially one working to pay off a debt
bombachas (Sp.) — wide trousers

TO PAGE 30

asado (Sp.) — a sheep roasted whole

TO PAGE 31 •

mafiana (Sp.) — tomorrow ... . -■ : .,
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TO PAGE 32

headwaitcr — chief waiter at a restaurant, generally wearing 
a black suit and a snow-white shirt-front; the author compares 
penguins to headwaiters because of their colouring, and also because 
of their peculiar shuffling gait

biscuit-coloured — of the characteristic light-brown colour of 
biscuit, i.e. porcelain after the first firing and before being glazed 
or painted

guanaco [gwa:'noikou] — a wild llama l'la:me] of the Andes 
with reddish-brown wool

TO PAGE 33

finger — here the breadth of a finger (about an inch), a 
measure generally used when pouring drinks

ahora los pinguinos (Sp.) — presently (you shall see) the pen’ 
guins

to pock-mark — to make numerous marks or scars like those 
left by smallpox; to dot

pigmy (or pygmy) — any person, animal or plant abnormally 
undersized, a dwarf

fallen arches — flat feet, feet not normally arched, with the 
arch weakened; a professional disease with waiters

TO PAGE 34

debutante ['debjutantj — a girl making her first appearance 
in society, especially (in England) a girl presented to the king 
and queen at court

outsize — too big for one
wattle — a fold of loose flesh hanging from the neck of some 

birds, i.e. turkeys
nerve — self-control, courage

TO PAGE 35

jig-saw puzzle — a picture pasted on board and cut in irregu­
lar pieces with a jig-saw; one has to fit the pieces together so as 
to make the picture (common children’s game)

to negotiate — here to get over, to surmount (often said about 
fences and other obstacles)

tummy — a nursery and colloquial word for stomach, belly
to get the worst of the climb over —. to have done with the 

most difficult part of the climb

TO PAGE 37 -

to throw one off balance =. to make one lose one’s balance
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all in wrestling match — a general struggle .......
, to run the gauntlet — as a punishment, to run between tw< 
lines of men who strike the victim as he passes

to regurgitate [n'qo.’dgiteit] — to bring (partly-digested food' 
from the stomach back to the mouth; to get one to do some­
thing — to make one do it

TO PAGE 38

in no uncertain fashion — without hesitation or doubt, in 
a determined, resolute manner

from stem to stern — from the front to the back part of a 
ship, throughout the whole length of the ship; here throughout 
the whole length of the bird’s body (another instance of a naval 
term used ironically; cf. amidships on p. 8)

minute [mai'njurt] — very small
pandemonium ['pasndi'mounjom] — a scene of great disorder 

and confusion (as in a place inhabited by all the demons)
digestive reverie ['reveri] — a quiet, thoughtful state during 

the process of digestion

TO PAGE 39
Vacanttum — probably Vacant-tum(my), empty belly (the 

word looks amusingly like a biological term of Latin origin)
the product of an unhappy home-life — a cliche of modern 

sociological writings, here used ironically

TO PAGE 40

melee ['melei] (Fr.) — a confused fight
- air-pocket — a seeming vacuum in the air causing the air­
craft to drop some distance; it produces a very unpleasant sen­
sation of sinking stomach

nifty (U. S. slang} — here quick, nimble
to qualify for — to give a right to

TO PAGE 41

a diaphanous garment — a transparent one, one through which 
the contours of the body are clearly seen

mammary development (cf. below chest expansion} — ironical 
paraphrases for size of the bust

a companion piece — the second of a pair, a thing that matches 
or complements another (here the author means a picture whose 
subject would match that of the one he discusses)

to be out to do something (colloq.) — to seek, to aim at doing 
something, taking great pains with it

182



much of a muchness (colloq.) — very nearly the same
mate (Sp.) — an aromatic beverage prepared in South Ameri­

ca from the leaves of the Paraguay tea plant
via ['vaia] — by way of, through, as in “from Exeter to York 

via London”; here used jocularly

TO PAGE 42

breath-taking — so striking as to take one’s breath away, 
make one breathless with astonishment and admiration

boleadoras (Sp.) — a form of weapon used by the Paraguay 
Indians, the Patagonians, and others in South America. It con­
sists of a rope or thong with balls of stone or metal attached to 
it. When used, it is swung round the head by one end and then 
hurled at an animal so as to entangle its limbs.

TO PAGE 43

passing — here disappearance

TO PAGE 44

Margate [morgrt] — the favourite seaside resort of London 
holiday-makers

left-overs (Amer.) — remains
esto, una (Sp.) — here’s one

TO PAGE 45

to pull somebody’s leg — to make fun of somebody
to get one’s own back on somebody — to take one’s revenge

TO PAGE 46
armadillo [ ame'drloul — a burrowing animal of South Ameri­

ca, with a body encased in bony armour, and a habit of rolling 
itself up into a ball when in danger (Russ, броненосец)

castanetted their beaks — made a sound like a pair of casta­
nets with their beaks

thumb-smudges of cloud — the author compares the clouds 
visible here and there in the sky with smudges of paint left on 
a canvas by a careless painter’s thumb

TO PAGE 47

to shrug something off — to dismiss it with a shrug of the 
shoulders

TO PAGE 49
back-breaking potholes — holes in a road fit to break one’s 

back when driving over them
had played me false — had failed me, had deceived me
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what I took to be the male of the herd — the animal I took 
for the male guanaco (a guanaco herd consists of a male, several 
females and some baby guanaeos)

a pair of ... lorgnettes (lo:'njets| (Fr.) — a pair of eye-glasses 
usually held by a long handle; when using them, a person gener­
ally has to tilt back his or her head

TO PAGE 50 " "

' terrier — a breed of dog, usually of small size
anthropomorphic — here partly human, partly animal; the 

word is generally used when describing human-like traits or ac­
tions of animals, not vice versa, as in this case

biscuit brown — see note to p. 32
rather a lark (colloq.) — very funny

TO PAGE 51 V ' ' > ' ‘ ‘

rocker —- a curved piece of wood on which a rocking-horse 
(children’s toy) is mounted

discretion is the better part of valour — a saying which means 
that it is unwise to take unnecessary risks

bichos (Sp.) —• animals . . . f ■ „

TO PAGE 52 ’ ' "

maternity ward — a ward in a hospital where women are taken 
Care of during and after childbirth

elefanteria (Sp.) — a place favoured by elephant seals

TO PAGE 53 . Л-
I shivered my way into a half-sleep — shivering, I tried to 

sleep, but succeeded in falling only into a half-sleep
my cocoon of semi-warmth — my covering which protected 

me against the cold but did not give real warmth

TO PAGE 54

a nerve- and spine-shattering experience — an experience that 
racked your nerves and could easily break your back (note the 
literal and figurative meanings of shatter, which come into play 
simultaneously)

creaming waves — waves with white froth resembling whipped 
cream

TO PAGE 55

moving plate = moving picture; the word plate is here used 
in the sense of *a  thin sheet of metal upon which pictures are en­
graved, and from which impressions are taken’, ‘an impression 
printed from such a plate and used as an illustration in a book’
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the fat was scalloped into folds — the author means that 
the fur seals’ necks were adorned with scallops of fat, i.e. with 
a series of pleats or folds resembling the edge of a scallop-shell, 
sometimes used as ornament on the hem of a dress

beery face — a puffy face, betraying the effects of beer- 
drinking

Humpty Dumpty — the hero of a nursery rhyme, a person 
with a short round figure, shaped like an egg. Lewis Carroll chose 
him for one of the characters of his book Through the Looking­
glass (sequel to A lice in Wonderland). The world-famous illust­
rations for Carroll’s books were made by John Tenniel (1820— 
1914). In his picture of Humpty Dumpty seated on top of a wall, 
the artist brought out, in a most expressive manner, the conceit 
and arrogance with which Carroll endowed this personage.

frogman — an underwater swimmer equipped with long rub­
ber shoes like a frog’s hind feet

Balinese dancers (of the Bali Island, one of the islands lying 
east of Java) are famous for the grace and elegance of their per­
formance.

rumba ['глтЬа] (Sp.) — a Cuban Negro dance; a ballroom 
dance imitative of this folk dance

russet — reddish-brown

TO PAGE 56

was a constant state of nerves (colloq.) — was in a permanent 
state of anxiety

Presbyterian — a member of the Presbyterian church. Presby­
terians formed the right wing of the Puritans, the English variety 
of Calvinists who preached love of virtue, pure living, and self­
restraint.

i. was a wife short — missed one of his wives

TO PAGE 57

dropsical-looking — looking swollen as if they had dropsy, 
a disease in which watery fluids collect in the tissues of the body

to feint — in box, to sham an attack to deceive the opponent 
by diverting bis attention

TO PAGE 58

one’s elders and betters — persons deserving respect because 
of their age, experience and social standing

star-gazing — being in an absent-minded and dreamy state, 
like a person studying the stars (from the noun star-gazer ‘one 
studying the stars to foretell the future’)
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TO PAGE 59 '
balloon animals — toy animals made of rubber balloons 

filled with air
creche [kreif] (fr.] — a public nursery where children are 

looked after while their mothers are at work
to dump (colloq.) — to deposit without ceremony, to let fall 

in a mass or a heap (usually applied to rubbish or coal)

TO PAGE 60
The author means that he had plenty of character and de­

termination which amply compensated his small size.
to lollop off — to walk off in a clumsy manner
Note the author’s tendency to replace one of the words in 

a stock phrase, thus producing a humorous effect (cf. “as fast as 
his legs would carry him”).

TO PAGE 62
cummerbund [’клтоЬлпй] (Anglo-Indian) — a waist sash 
rumbaed towards it — moved towards it as if dancing the 

rumba
siesta fsi'esto] (Sp.) — a short sleep taken at midday or in 

the afternoon, especially in hot countries
ploughed his way through them — forced his way, moving 

with difficulty among them, like a plough turning up earth
anatomy — the author’s usual ironical synonym for body
life-giving nourishment — a humourous paraphrase for milk 

matching the highflown verb to imbibe (synonym for drink)

TO PAGE 63
a free drink — a drink for nothing, at someone else’s expense 
to negotiate — see note to p. 35; here this verb acquires an. 

ironical ring, since Oswald has to overcome a living obstacle
in one’s depth — in water not too deep to touch bottom (ant. 

out of one’s depth)
Pekinese (or pekingese) [’pi:kr'ni:z] — a small Chinese dog 

with short legs and a pug nose
TO PAGE 64 . . . '

none of them seemed any the worse — evidently none of 
them suffered from the ill effects of their swimming lesson

would hump themselves down — would move down, proceeding 
with the help of humping their backs (cf. the description of the 
elephant seals' manner of movement on p. 78)

Elizabethan ruff — a kind of collar worn in the 16th centu­
ry, during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. It was made of white 
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material, stiffly starched and standing up in folds touching each 
other.

TO PAGE 65
maypole — a high pole decorated with ribbons, flowers, etc., 

set up in the open for dancing round on May day, the first of May, 
celebrated in England as a spring festival

belly-splitting charge — the leap taken by the old bull in 
charging the young one, which ended in his hurting his belly 
(note the author’s device of alluding ironically to current idiomatic 
expressions, here to side-splitting laughter or ear-splitting noise)

TO PAGE 67
bulbous — shaped like a bulb, an enlarged, spherical termina­

tion of stem in certain plants, such as the onion, tulip or lily

TO PAGE 68
cul-de-sac ['kulda'seek] (Fr.) — a passage or street with an 

opening at one end only, from which there is no escape
tinamu (or tinamou) [tr'mrmu:] — a South American bird re­

sembling a quail (a game bird of America, Europe, Asia and Af­
rica, also called partridge)

TO PAGE 70
Darwin’s rhea [no] — a South American three-toed ostrich

TO PAGE 71
school crocodile — a long line of schoolchildren walking by 

twos
to pace, v. t. — to set the pace for another rider or runner 

in a race
bonnet — the hood protecting the engine of a motor-car

TO PAGE 73
windfall — an unexpected piece of good fortune (literally^ 

something blown down by the wind, especially fruit)
sea-front (or water-front) — a street or a part of town facing 

the sea; Bournemouth ['bornmoS] — a popular English seaside 
resort

Tierra del Fuego ['tjero del 'fweigou] (Sp.) — “Land of Fire”, 
a group of islands separated from the south end of South America 
by the Strait of Magellan. Its farthest point is Cape Horn.

TO PAGE 74
The verb to fret is used here in its special, architectural mean­

ing: ‘to decorate with pattern carved in relief’. The author means 
that the stones were irregular in shape, but irregular artistically.

with a jaundiced eye — here suspiciously, with some irrita­
tion (from the noun jaundice, a disease accompanied by yellow­
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ness of the skin and of the whites of the eyes; figuratively, a state 
of mind in which one is spiteful, irritable or suspicious)

TO PAGE 75
to make the best of a disaster — to try and get along as best 

one can, in spite of a disastrous state of things
trippers (from trip ‘a short journey’) — people on an excur­

sion; the word is often used contemptuously (e. g. “at week-ends 
the beach is crowded with noisy trippers”)

abandon, n. — careless freedom
Turkish bath — here a building where Turkish baths are ta­

ken. A Turkish bath is a hot air or steam bath followed by soap­
ing, washing, rubbing, kneading, massaging, etc. Added to the 
dropsy and the quiet concentration of chess players, the atmos­
phere of a Turkish bath helps to convey the impression of com­
plete inactivity and sleepiness.

TO PAGE 76 ‘ ' "Л” ' ' ‘ ?
the Leaning Tower of Pisa ['pizza] — one of the famous sights 

in Italy: the white marble bell-tower, 178 feet in height, which 
leans 14 feet off the perpendicular

the Acropolis — the citadel of Athens, Greece, situated oh 
a hill about 250 feet high and richly adorned with architecture 
and sculpture (especially in the 5th century В. С.) .

TO PAGE 77
barrage ['brerazj] balloon — one of a series of balloons used 

to form a barrier against enemy planes
stop-watch — a watch with a hand that can be stopped or 

started by pressing a knob on the rim; a stop-watch is used for 
timing a race, etc. (Russ. секундомер)

rather him than me — I wouldn’t do it; let him, if ho likes

TO PAGE 78
there was quite a colour variation — there was a considerable 

variation in colour (note the current colloquial construction with 
quite a)

algae ['aeldgiz] (sing, alga ['aelga]) — the Latin name of a large 
group of lowly organized plants, including the seaweeds and 
similar weeds found in stagnant or slow-flowing fresh water

to take to the air — to go suddenly up into the air
to show oneself to advantage — to allow to see one at one’s 

best, in such a way as to bring out one’s strong points

TO PAGE 79
the animation of a group of opium smokers — no animation 

at all (opium smoking has the effect of reducing the smokers to 
a state of insensibility); cf. the Turkish bath simile on p. 75 ■
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concertina ^кэпзоЧквэ] — a musical instrument with bel­
lows, resembling a small accordion

morale [mo'ra:l] — the mental state or condition of a body 
of men, especially of an army; the word is generally used in the 
meaning of ‘high morale’, i.e. courageous, determined conduct 
despite danger and privations (Russ. моральный дух)

gargantuan [ga'gaentjuan] — enormous, gigantic (from the 
name of Gargantua [ga'gaentjue], a giant in Rabelais’ book Gar- 
gantua and Pantagruel)

the final straw — the last straw, the final circumstance that 
makes the situation unbearable (the allusion is to the proverb 
“It is the last straw that breaks the camel’s back”)

TO PAGE 80

maggots — the larvae of a cheese-fly (or cheese-mite), a 
small mite infesting cheese

twilit, a. — dimly illuminated, as by twilight

TO PAGE 81

to rev up — to cause the engine to run quickly when first 
starting (the word was first used as a colloquial abbreviation 
of revolve)

Jujuy [djpr.'d^afl — the northernmost province of Argentina, 
with a capital of the same name

TO PAGE 82
Sophie — the author’s secretary
to minister unto (or to) — to give aid or service; to look after
to make tracks for a certain place (colloq.) — to go directly 

towards it
precious (eolloq.) — very (cf. pretty in a similar use)
lassoo ['laesu:] — variant of lasso, a long noosed rope of un- 

tanned hide for catching cattle, etc.

TO PAGE 83 ’‘

pernicious anaemia (pe:'nifes e'nitmja] — lack of blood, un­
healthy paleness (Russ, злокачественная анемия). This intro­
duction of a medical term into an elaborate paraphrase describ­
ing the faint electric light is highly typical of Durrell’s verbal 
humour: he likes to spice his descriptions with scientific-sound­
ing words.

buenas noches (Sp.) — good evening
she twitched and mumbled her way into sleep — she twitched 

and mumbled until she fell asleep; she fell asleep twitching and 
mumbling
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all twenty stone of her — the whole of her enormous pe 
(the author estimates the woman’s weight at about 20 stonr 
127 kg: see also note to p. 19)

Here we find an interplay of the two meanings of the 
crown', the hat actually crowned the woman’s head, and the 
pression to crown this means ‘to give a finishing touch to 
whole'.

this breath-taking horticultural achievement — a refer 
to the woman’s hat decorated with an abundance of artifi 
fruits and flowers

at a saucy angle — at an angle that gave her a smart, stj 
and slightly impertinent look

a lavaflow of chins — a great number of chins resemb 
a stream of lava flowing from a volcano

TO PAGE 84
buenos dias (Sp.) — good day, good morning
to hoick out — to lift or hoist, especially rapidly or i 

a jerk
to let her sex down — to fail in upholding the glory of 

sex
to qualify — here to modify a statement, to make it 

absolute (the word is generally used when speaking about a 
vere or unpleasant remark)

short of jumping out of the window — except jumping 
of the window

terrific (colloq.) — most wonderful, thrilling ,
TO PAGE 85
magnum [’maegnem] — a bottle containing two quarts 

wine (2.25 litres)
tarmac — here a part of airfield Covered with tarmac (s. 

for tar-macadam, a layer of broken stone mixed with tar, t 
as road-surface)

old world — old-fashioned
hydrangea [hai'dremdjo] — a bush with large clusters of wh 

blue and pink flowers
praying mantis — an insect of a kind that holds its fore] 

in a position suggesting hands folded in prayer (Russ. богом
TO PAGE 86
a coffee = a cup of coffee -

TO PAGE 87
medialunas (Sp.) — small cakes of half-moon shape 
mudguard — a metal cover for the wheel of a motors 

to stop mud as it flies up
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media hora (Sp.) — literally, the middle hour, i.e. a break 
ЭГ rest in the middle of the day

molar — a molar tooth, a double tooth with a wide surface
Herculean task — a task requiring the strength of Hercu- 

es, like one of the Twelve Tasks (or Twelve Labours) of the fa­
mous hero of Greek mythology

on the last leg — in the final stage
by and large — on the whole

TO PAGE 88
Durrell compares the country covered with cacti (pl. of cac- 

us) to a typical surrealist landscape (e. g. one by Salvador Dali, 
Spanish painter, leader of surrealist school), where you can see 
11 sorts of strange, distorted plants, gigantic cacti among them.

TO PAGE 89
largesse [Taidjes] (archaic) — a generous gift bestowed by 

i great person
foyer ['foieij — here hall
protegee ['proutejei] (Fr.) — a woman who is under the care 

if another person
en route (Fr.) — on the way; here during the trip
to look somebody up (colloq.) — to pay an informal visit 

о somebody, to call on somebody
The author means that the woman, her son and the rest of 

he family were all so stout that, standing side by side, they looked 
ike the front of a huge building made of fat.

TO PAGE 90
that lay cupped in a half-moon of mountains — that lay 

urrounded by a semi-circular range of mountains, as if in a cup

TO PAGE 91
viridescence — greenishness, the adjective viridescent being 

i bookish synonym for green
parakeet ['psereki-.tj — a long-tailed bird of the parrot fami- 

y, of small size and slender form
sloe-coloured — the colour of the sloe, small, blue-black, 

dumlike fruit of blackthorn
bloom — the grayish powdery coating on various fruits, as 

he plum, grape, etc. and on some leaves; this word, applied as 
t is to sloe-coloured human eyes, is highly appropriate here

nave — the part of a church from the inner door to the choir; 
t rises higher than the aisles flanking it and is often separated 
rom them by an arcade (Russ, главный неф)

riot here abundance, profusion, great quantity
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TO PAGE 92
gin-and-tonic — the usual mixture of gin (a strong alcoholic 

drink made from grain) with some tonic, i.e. stimulating bev­
erage (e. g. Coca-Cola)

the usual run — the usual collection ■■

TO PAGE 93
]Que lindo... que bicho mas lindo! (Sp.) — How beauti­

ful... what a beautiful animal!
humming-birds — a group of very small, brightly coloured 

birds with a long, slender bill and narrow wings that vibrate 
rapidly and make a humming sound in flight

TO PAGE 94
station-wagon — a motor-car with folding or removable rear 

seats and a back end that opens for easy loading of the luggage, 
etc.

TO PAGE 95
exuding good-will and personality — trying his best to look 

friendly but stern (the noun personality here is used in a combined 
meaning of ‘personal charm’ and ‘strength of character’)

TO PAGE 96
a red-fronted Tucuman Amazon [te'kju:mon 'aemozgnj — a red- 

breasted parrot of central and South America
acquisitive [g'kwizitiv] — greedy, betraying the wish to ac­

quire the parrot

TO PAGE 97
to play one’s trump card — to make use of one’s best weapon 

(or argument) for gaining one’s end
^Como te va, Blanco? (Sp.)— How are you, Blanco?
Madre de Dios (Sp.) — Mother of God, the Virgin Mary
hijo de puta (Sp.) — son of a whore ’ , 1

TO PAGE 98
(jComo te va, сото te va, que tai? (Sp.) — How are you, 

how are you, how are you getting on?
TO PAGE 99
estupido, muy estupido (Sp.) — stupid, very stupid
to run to earth — to hunt down, to find by search
guan Igwam] (Sp.) — a large game-bird of Central and South 

America
onomatopoeic l^noumaatou'pirik] — imitative in sound (in 

linguistics the term is used to indicate a word formed in 
approximate imitation of some sound, e. g. tinkle, buzz, etc.)
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to go — here to assume
Lorito [le'ritou] — the common Spanish name for a parrot, 

the same as Polly in English

TO PAGE 100
gringo (Sp.) — a foreigner, especially an Englishman or an 

American: a term current in South America
coral snake — a small, poisonous snake with coral-red, yel­

low and black bands around its body, found in the south-eastern 
United States and in subtropical America

Old School tie — a necktie with a special pattern worn by 
former pupils of some particular English public school. The habit 
of wearing this kind of tie is to the author an indication of an 
excessive respect for one’s social position, a sort of snobbery 
which he finds (together with the tie itself) revolting: see also 
p. 165.

a diwy-eyed expression — a very innocent and gentle one 
(dewy is a poetical word for eyes wet with tears)

Geoffroy’s [jg'fruaz] cat — a variety of wild cat discovered 
by Estienne-Louis Geoffroy (1725—1810), a famous French 
zoologist

seraphic — angelic

TO PAGE 101
to leave somebody to his own devices — to allow him to do 

as he likes
tyro I'taiarou] — a beginner, an inexperienced person

TO PAGE 102
gato (Sp.) — a cat
chico gato monies (Sp.) — a small mountain cat
conundrum [ka'nAndram] — puzzling question or problem; a 

mystery
with fourteen Martians in tow — followed by fourteen imagi­

nary inhabitants of the planet Mars
loco (Sp.) — mad, crazy

TO PAGE 103
tabby — the common type of domestic cat, grey with dark 

stripes (the name is usually applied to a female cat)

TO PAGE 104
takes the edge off his potential viciousness — makes him 

less vicious. Literally, the expression means ‘to make blunt': 
e. g. to take the edge off a knife; but it is also widely used figura­
tively, meaning ‘to make less sharp or keen’: e. g. to take the 
edge off an argument.

193



Lifemanship — the art of living, of coexistence (a word coinei 
by analogy with penmanship 'the art of, or skill in, writing’

TO PAGE 106
, outboard engine (or motor) — a small internal-combustioi 

engine with a propeller, fastened to the stern of a small boat am 
producing a loud noise

debauched [di'bo:tft) (from debauch, v.)—dissipated, giver 
to intemperance (as excessive eating or drinking)

TO PAGE 107
by virtue of your grasshopper-like activities — owing to 

the way you keep rushing from one place to another (again Dur- 
rell chooses an elaborate, scientific-sounding mode of expression, 
with by virtue of and activities)

frond — the usual name for a palm leaf (or that of a fern)
TO PAGE 108
you could do worse than go and investigateyou might 

just as well go and investigate
the time off — here a leave of absence
to get into one’s stride — literally, to begin walking with 

long and measured steps; figuratively, to be carried away in some 
process (e. g. of talking)

TO PAGE 109
semi-inebriated — half-drunk, half-intoxicated (a bookish 

word)
to sport — here to wear or exhibit, especially in great quan­

tities
Durrell means that the wagon-driver’s moustache was allowed 

to grow without any hindrance, as plants are in a nature reserve.
blancmange [bla'monj] (Fr.) — a sweet jelly-like dessert made 

of a starchy substance and milk, sugar and almond
mucha agua (Sp.) — much water

TO PAGE 110
in next to no time — very quickly, almost instantly
to play a fish — to let a fish tire itself out while hooked by 

tugging at the line
^que pasa? (Sp.) — what has happened?
nafta no hay (Sp.) — there’s no fuel

TO PAGE 111
our nether regions — the lower part of our bodies (nether — 

jocular for lower, under, as in nether garments)
in his shirt-tails — without trousers, in his shirt only (this 

humorous expression is a cross between the two idiomatic phrases: 
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tn one's shirt-sleeves ‘without a coat' and in one's tails ‘in full 
dress, in a dress-coat’)

to roar into life — to come to life with a roar (an engine 
roars when being started up)

water hazard — here an obstacle in the form of a river (the 
term comes from golf, where the word hazard means ‘any obstruc­
tion in playing a stroke, including bunkers, traps, ponds, road­
ways, etc.’)

apron — here a shield made of some hard material and placed 
below a dam or across a river-bed to protect it from damage 
by water

: purchase — here a mechanical advantage, a fast hold

TO PAGE 112

to nose — here to push or move with the nose or front for­
ward

to stall — of an engine, to stop working (from overload, 
etc.)

TO PAGE из
Fairy Godmother — a good fairy from fairy tales, who ap­

pears quite unexpectedly at the very moment she is badly wanted 
ind helps her god-child out of trouble (e. g. in the tale of Cinder­
ella). Being a fairy she can appear in different disguise, hence 
the author’s description (“heavily disguised...”).

took in our predicament in a glance — understood at once 
iur awkward situation (in a glance — at a glance)

An ironical reference to the Duke of Wellington’s (1769— 
1852) military preparations before the battle of Waterloo (1815), 
vhere his army defeated Napoleon

TO PAGE 114

to quarter — here to pass over an area of ground in every 
iirection in search of game (the word is usually applied to hunt- 
ng-dogs)

bibulous — addicted to alcoholic liquor, to drinking; in 
his roundabout way the author describes invitations to differ- 
nt drinking-parties

jardin zoologico (Sp.) — a zoological garden, a zoo

TO PAGE 115

the well of the house — a shaft in a building or between build­
tigs, open to the sky for light and air; airshaft

yellow-naped macaw [mo'ko:] — a large, bright-coloured, 
arsh-voiced parrot of Central and South America
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TO PAGE US ■. ' >■ ’ ' e
Brazilian rabbit -- a burrowing rodent of the hare family^ 

»nailer than most hares and Slaving soft fur, long ears, 
and a bobbed tail (the rodents are characterized by constantly 
growing incisors, or cutting teeth, adapted for gnawing or nibbling; 
on this group of mammals see also p. 119)

agouti [a 'gu:ti] — a rodent of the guinea-pig family, the 
size of a rabbit; orange-rumped — having an orange-coloured 
rump, i.e. posterior (including the buttocks)

nervous breakdown — a state of extreme depression
patio l'paetiou] (5р.) — a courtyard or inner area open to 

the sky, common in Spanish and South-American architecture 
accoutrement [a'kurtement] — personal outfit or equipment; 

when used in the plural, the word generally means military out­
fit

TO PAGE 117 - '

to relieve — here to make less monotonous, to brighten
canary-yellow [ka'negrt-] — a light yellow colour, like that 

of a canary bird, a small yellow song bird, native to the Canary 
Islands, Madeira and Azores

TO PAGE 118

to take kindly to something — to get easily accustomed to 
something ,

'■■ ■ TO PAGE 119 ■

capybara [^krnpi'bara] — the largest of now existing rodents, 
a tailless, partially web-footed animal that lives in and around 
lakes and streams in South America

unlikely — here not likely to be met with in this family
The author has in mind the well-known reconstruction of ar 

ancient horse skeleton. The ancient horse had five toes; four oi 
them were in time reduced and disappeared.

a hump-behind — a behind with a hump on it (a word formed 
by analogy with hump-bach}

ague — here fit of shivering
nightcap (colloq.) — an alcoholic drink taken just before go­

ing to bed . / (

TO PAGE 120

at the crack of dawn — at break of day, very early in the 
morning

to fan out — to spread out in several directions (in fan-shape), 
a word usually applied to the movement of troops after a break­
through
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TO PAGE 121
seriema [zsi9rfi:mal — a crested Brazilian and Argentinian 

bird of the crane family, with gray and amber colouring and long 
legs and neck

coatimundi [;kouti'mundi] (or coati) —- a small, flesh-eating 
mammal of Central and South America, resembling a raccoon 
(see the next note), but with a long flexible snout

raccoon — a small, tree-climbing, flesh-eating mammal of 
North America, active largely at night and characterized by long, 
yellow-black fur, black masklike markings around the eyes, and 
a long, black-ringed tail

M. I. 5 — in England, the section of Military Intelligence 
which deals with matters of State security

ocelot ['ousilot] — a large wild cat of North and South Amer­
ica, with yellow or grey hide marked with black spots

to date — up to that time
council rubbish dump — the place in a city where rubbish 

is deposited (the word council here means ‘local administrative 
body of a city, town or district’)

flotsam and jetsam — worthless things, rubbish, trash (origin­
ally, flotsam was a term of naval law, meaning wreckage found 
floating on the sea, while jetsam meant goods thrown overboard 
to lighten a ship in distress)

TO PAGE 122
the point of no return — a poetical paraphrase for death 
character rendering — here personal remarks, personalities

TO PAGE 123
fifty-fifty — equal, even
marquee [ma:'ki:j — a big tent with open sides, especially 

one used for outdoor entertainments
professional — here a professional actor, one belonging to 

the theatrical profession, often called colloquially the profession 
(especially among actors)

TO PAGE 124
puma ['pjuimol — a long-tailed, slender, tawny-brown ani­

mal of the cat family, found in North and South America (also 
called mountain lion)

TO PAGE 126
that bad (colloq.) — in such a bad state
TO PAGE 127
trestle-table — a table made up of movable planks supported 

by? a pair of trestles, special wooden frames consisting each of 
» horizontal beam with diverging legs

heel-taps — here the rhythmic sound made by the heels of 
he dancers
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TO PAGE 128

they had sung themselves from the heavens back to earth 
they had passed the peak of their singing enthusiasm, which 
sounded like heaven to their listeners, and began to relax, as if 
coming back to earth

TO PAGE 129
vampire — in folklore and popular superstition, an evil spir­

it which enters a corpse that leaves its grave at night to suck 
the blood of sleeping persons; hence vampire bats — several spe­
cies of tropical American bats, which live on the blood of ani­
mals

TO PAGE 130

Luna’s godfather — i.e. Luna himself, the man after whom 
the puma was named, as children are often named after their god­
parents

TO PAGE 131

charmed — seemingly protected from harm as though by 
magic

TO PAGE 132

collared peccary ['pekari] — a pig-like mammal of tropical 
America, about three feet long, greyish, with a white collar and 
sharp tusks

to have a soft spot for somebody — to have a weakness for 
somebody, to be unreasonably fond of somebody

an Eton collar — a broad, white linen collar, worn with 
a short black coat of a pupil of Eton college (an old public school 
for boys from privileged classes at Eton, near London)

retrousse [ra'truisei] (Fr.) — turned up at the tip

TO PAGE 134

I allowed her the run of the place — she was allowed to run 
free all about the place

ambrosial — delicious, fragrant like ambrosia (the food of 
the Gods and immortals in Greek and Roman mythology)

out of this world— a current expression meaning ‘heavenly’, i. e. 
‘not belonging to the ordinary world’

gourmet ['guamei] — a person who is expert in the choice 
of food and wine

TO PAGE 135 . ' .

to make sure of something — to act in such a way as to be 
certain of something (as here, to do everything to prevent the 
puma getting out of the cage) ,
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Pegasus ['pegososj — in Greek mythology, a winged horse 
which sprang from the body of Medusa at her death. With a blow 
of his hoof he caused Hippocrene, the fountain of the Muses, to 
spring from Mount Helicon; he became therefore the symbol of 
poetic inspiration. Durrell thinks of Pegasus because of the queer 
shape of the horses’ saddles.

By using the word-combination bony steeds, Durrell creates 
a comic effect. The adjective bony looks and sounds much like 
the old poetic word bonny (or bonnie) meaning ‘beautiful, hand­
some1 and well-known from Scotch popular ballads, where it 
often went together with the poetic steed for horse.

TO PAGE 136
to press-gang —■ to force into service, from press-gang, n. — 

a group of men who round up other men and force them into na­
val or military service

earth-shaking — Durrell uses the word ironically, meaning 
that their conclusion was anything but original or unexpected

epiphyte ['epifait] — a non-parasitic plant that grows on 
another plant but gets its nourishment from the air, as certain 
orchids, mosses, and lichens

orchid ['o:kid] — an epiphyte plant often growing on trees; 
its flowers, especially those of tropical varieties, are of very 
bright colours

liana [li'ano] — any luxuriantly growing woody tropical 
vine that roots in the ground and climbs around tree trunks

sure-footed — not likely to stumble, slip, or fall

TO PAGE 137

macabrely — in a macabre, i.e. horrible or ghastly way 
gooey (si.) — sticky as glue

TO PAGE 138

as I ducked and twisted my way — as I made my way twisting 
and ducking (by twisting the author means that his path in the 
undergrowth changed its direction all the time, and by ducking, 
that ho had to jerk his head or the whole body downwards to 
avoid the blows of the branches)

toukan, or toucan [4u:kon] — a brightly coloured, fruit­
eating bird of tropical America, distinguished by a large, down- 
curved beak

fungi [Тлдда!] (sing, fungus) — any of a group of plants, 
including mildew, molds, mushrooms, rusts and toadstools that 
have no leaves or flowers, and reproduce by means of spores

Venetian [vi'nrj’onj glass = fine glassware made in or near 
Venice
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The author means that the gloomy and sinister landscape 
would have been a suitable place for the meeting of the three 
witches in the opening scene of Shakespeare’s Macbeth.

TO PAGE 141
anti-coagulant I'aentikou'asgjulaut] — a substance that pre­

vents coagulation of blood
TO PAGE 142 • •
ticks — a large group of wingless insects that attach them­

selves to the skin of men or animals and suck their blood
birds of a feather flock together — a proverb which means 

that people with the same characteristics or tastes gather, assemble 
together

TO PAGE 143
to stalk — to get close (usually to game) cautiously and noise- 

essly, without being seen, heard, or winded; the figure of a stalk­
tig Red Indian is familiar from numerous American works of 
iction (e. g. novels by James Fenimore Cooper)

tree-snake — a variety of grass-snake, a small non-poisonous 
snake, having a very beautiful colouring of yellow, green and 
black with metal gleam, and living in trees and brushes

dropping (usually pl.} — dung of animals
TO PAGE 145
lovesick swain (poet.) — a country youth hopelessly in love, 

so much in love as to feel sick or unhappy
boudoir ['bu.-dwa:] — literally, ‘a place to sulk in’, from 

Fr. bonder ‘to sulk’; formerly, the name was applied to a lady’s 
private sitting-room or dressing-room, now it may mean any 
small private room, or even, as here, a bedroom (usually iron­
ical)

TO PAGE 146
Here we find an interplay of the two meanings of the noun 

extremity: 1) pl. ‘the hands and feet’; 2) ‘an extreme measure’.
The author speaks of this part of his anatomy as if it were 

some sort of food, like, say, “frozen leg of mutton” (note the 
absence of article).

Scott, Robert Falcon (1868—1912) — English naval officer 
and explorer, leader of two Antarctic expeditions, in the second 
of which he reached the South Pole (18th January 1912). Scott 
himself and the rest of the Pole party perished on the return 
journey.

overdraft — a withdrawal of money from a bank in excess 
of the amount credited to the drawer; the amount withdrawn in 
excess

the National Debt — the result of different credit operations 
of the state to get money necessary for meeting the expenditures 
which are not secured by the national income .,,;
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TO PAGE 147
rabies ['reibi:z] — an infectious virus disease of the Central 

nervous system in dogs and other flesh-eating animals; it can 
bo transmitted to man by the bite of an infected animal and is 
characterized by choking convulsions, inability to swallow 
liquids, etc.; it is fatal if not treated immediately (also called 
hydrophobia)

a rake-off (U. S. slang) — a commission or profit, especially 
when received in an illegitimate transaction

TO PAGE 148
a whole-time job — a job that takes up ail your time
The author means that the sum amounted to a fantastically 

big figure, reminding one of what a light-year stands for (a dis­
tance of approximately 6,000,000,000,000 miles that light trav­
els in one year). The Astronomer Royal — the Royal Astronomer 
Society in England.

TO PAGE 149
there was nothing for it — there was nothing to be done
pigeon-toed — with the toes turned inwards
by the hour — for hours on end

TO PAGE 150
scent gland — a special kind of gland of certain animals, 

as skunks, coatimundis and others, producing a substance with 
an offensive smell; it serves them for marking their territories 
and as a means of defence

having... hoisted the coatimundi equivalent of the flag — 
having marked his territory to show that it was occupied (this is 
what a hoisted, i.e. raised, flag usually shows)

within range — a military expression, where range means 
‘firing range’, ‘range of a shot’

to lord it over somebody — to rule over somebody, to act 
in an overbearing, dictatorial manner

Durrell invents this name in imitation of other children’s 
games.

let alone — not to mention, to say nothing of

TO PAGE 151
douroucoulis [ dunra'kir.iiz] — genus of monkeys, the family 

of capuchin: a South American monkey with a whitish face and 
a hoodlike crown of black hair

TO PAGE 152
a stick of rock — i.e. of rock candy, hard sweetmeat made 

of sugar
nothing loath to leaving -«= quite willing to leave
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TO PAGE 154 . . ..

aviary ['eivjerij — a large cage for keeping many birds

TO PAGE 155

fly-blown — full of flies*  eggs and larvae; hence dirty, 
Contaminated

TO PAGE 153 '

cabinet — a case with drawers or shelves to hold (or house) 
small objects of art, jewels, etc.

TO PAGE 157

unicorn — a fabulous animal resembling a horse with a single 
twisted horn, chiefly known from its heraldic representation (fac­
ing the lion) in the British royal arms; Piccadilly — a fashionable 
street in London, between Haymarket and Hyde Park Corner

TO PAGE 158

are not two a penny — are not too common, are not so easy 
to find. The expression comes from a street-pedlar Cry, preserved 
in the following old nursery-rhyme:

Hot-cross buns! ■ -
'! Hot-cross buns!

One a penny, two a penny, 
Hot-cross buns!

The words care of (or, in short, c/o) are placed on the envelope 
before the name of the person who is expected to transmit the letter 
to the actual addressee (for instance, if the latter is staying in 
his house). . ...... . f ■

TO PAGE 160

sleeper — any of the parallel crossbeams to which the rails 
of a railroad (the track) are fastened

the train crash of the century — the most sensational train 
crash of our age; of the century has become quite a catch-phrase: 
in the newspapers one reads of the murder of the century, of 
the museum-robbery of the century, and even of the winter of the 
century (said of an unusually cold winter)

a Western film, often called simply a Western (the same as 
a Wild West film) — in U. S. A. cinematography, a motion picture 
about the adventures of cowboys or frontier men in the far West 
of the United States during its so-called “early period of lawless­
ness", i.e. the beginning of the 19th century

cowcatcher — a metal frame on the front of a locomotive to 
remove obstructions from the tracks . .. .
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TO PAGE 161 .
The author spent the earlier part of his life in Greece, 

lienee his knowledge of the language.
to run to earth — here to find after a long search (a hunting 

term used jocularly; cf. other instances of its use on pp. 99, 121)
TO PAGE 162
forty-odd cages — more than forty cages (Russ. сорок с лиш­

ним); the word odd when mentioned in round numbers, means 
‘additional to a whole*

TO PAGE 163
to come into one’s own — to start performing one’s duties

TO PAGE 164
to doll up (colloq.) — to dress carefully and stylishly or showily 
Martin Fierro [ma:'tin 'fjerou] — an epic poem by Jose 

Fernandez, a well-known poet of Argentina
TO PAGE 165
Bosun ['bousn] — boatswain, the ship’s officer who is in 

charge of the crew, the boats, rigging, etc.

TO PAGE 166
pale into insignificance — become insignificant, seem of no 

importance
full of beans (si.) — full of energy, lively, brisk, vivacious
to husband — here to economize, to spend thriftily

TO PAGE 167
the Great Fire of London — the fire that destroyed the most 

part of London in 1666
beautifully appointed — very nicely furnished
at the double — at a run, at double speed
a whacking great shot (si.) — a very big dose

TO PAGE 168
kill or cure — here a remedy that would either cure a pa­

tient very quickly or kill him
for all I knew — as far as I knew
allergic to something — having an allergy, not able to stand 

something (allergy — a hypersensitivity to a specific substance, 
such as certain foods, dust, etc., or condition, as heat or cold, 
which in similar amounts is harmless to most people)

she’s right out — she has passed out, i.e. lost consciousness
terrific (colloq.) — wonderful, magnificent
“hostesses” — a euphemistic name for the local prostitutes
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port of call — a harbour where merchant ships discharg, 
and take in cargo; figuratively, a place regularly visited by some 
one

to stand someone a drink — to treat to a drink ; ,
... <sm':

TO PAGE 169 . , ■ ,

carnavalitos (So.) — gay songs ’
pobrecita (Sp.) — poor thing , 4,

TO PAGE 170
she never looked back — she never returned to her previous 

bad state
by leaps and bounds — very quickly, with very rapid pro­

gress
porcine — pertaining to or characteristic of pigs (cf. equine 

charges on p. 27, feline tribe on p. 121)
The Pit and the Pendulum — a story by Edgar Allan Poe 

'1809—1849), American poet, critic and prose writer. The main 
personage who tells the story was sentenced to death by the 
Spanish inquisition and thrown into a dark dungeon, where he 
ay bound hand and foot, with dozens of rats running ail over 
lis body.

TO PAGE 171 ■ ' S"

to pull somebody round — to cause somebody to recover 
rom an illness, to save

despachante (Sp.) — a Customs official who is in charge of 
dispatching, i.e. sending off goods

TO PAGE 172

We had twenty minutes to go. — We had twenty minutes 
at our disposal.

TO PAGE 174

stop press — the latest news inserted in a special column ol a 
newspaper after printing has begun



« 'PROPER NAMES Ki

Blanco ['blaerjkou]
Blondie Maitland-Harriot

I'bbndi 'meitland 'haenatj
Brian ['braian]
Carlos ['kabs]
Charles [t fa:lz|
Claudius ['kb:djas] -
Coco ['какой]
Dante f'daenti]
Darwin ['darwin]
David Jones ['deivid 'djounz]
Dicky de Sola ['diki da 'sab]
Durrell ['dAral]
Edna f'edna]
Ethelbert ['efialbart]
Garcia [ga'sia]
Gerry ['djen]
Giri f'hiari]
Helmuth ['helmafi]
Henrietta [,henri'eta]
Huiehi ['witfi]

Jacquie ['djaekiJ
Joan [djoun] 
Joe [djou] 
Josefina [hasa'fina] * 
Juan [hwan] 
Juanita [hwa'nita] 
Luna [Tuna] 
Macbeth [mak'befi] 
Marie ['morn] 
Martha ['mafia] 
Mathias [ma'fiaias] 
Mercedes [ma'sedas] 
Oily ['oh] 
Oswald [bzwald] 
Rafael [rafa'el] 
Rodriguez [rad'rirgas] 
Rosa LiUipampila ['rouza lili- 

pam'pila]

* The author and his companions may also have pronounced 
Josefina’s name in the English way: [;djouzi'fi:na].

Sophie ['soufi]
Willie Anderson ['wilt 'aendasn]



port of call — a harbour where merchant ships dischart 
and take in cargo; figuratively, a place regularly visited by som 
one

to stand someone a drink — to treat to a drink

TO PAGE 169

carnavalitos (Sp.) — gay songs , .'' , '
pobrecita (5p.) — poor thing . ‘ 4, - >, ,

‘ 5 7 < (>r>'
TO PAGE 170
she never looked back — she never returned to her previou 

bad state
by leaps and bounds — very quickly, with very rapid pro 

grass
porcine — pertaining to or characteristic of pigs (cf. equini 

charges on p. 27, feline tribe on p. 121)
The Pit and the Pendulum — a story by Edgar Allan Poe 

(1809—1849), American poet, critic and prose writer. The main 
personage who tells the story was sentenced to death by the 
Spanish inquisition and thrown into a dark dungeon, where he 
lay bound hand and foot, with dozens of rats running all over 
his body.

TO PAGE 171
to pull somebody round — to cause somebody to recover 

from an illness, to save
despachante (Sp.) — a Customs official who is in charge of 

dispatching, i.e. sending off goods

TO PAGE 172

We had twenty minutes to go. — We had twenty minutes 
at our disposal. ' . .

TO PAGE 174

stop press — the latest nows inserted in a special column of a 
newspaper after printing has begun



PROPER NAMES

Blanco ['blasrjkou]
Blondie Maitland-Harriot

I'bbndi 'meitland 'hseriat]
Brian f'braian]
Carlos ['kalas]
Charles [tjalz]
Claudius f'kbrdjas] , . «
Coco ['какой]
Dante ['dasnti]
Darwin ['dawinJ
David Jones ['deivid 'djounz] 
Dicky de Sola ['diki da 'sola] 
Durrell ['dAral]
Edna ['edna]
Ethelbert ['eSalbact]
Garcia [ga'sia]
Gerry ['djen]
Giri f'hiari]
Helmuth ['helmaS]
Henrietta f,henri'eta]
Huichi ['witfi]

Jacquie f'dsaeki]
Joan [djoun] 
Joe [djou] 
Josefina [hasa'fma] * 
Juan [hwan] 
Juanita [hwa'nita] 
Luna ['luna] 
Macbeth [mak'beS] 
Marie ['man] 
Martha ['mate] 
Mathias [ma'eaias] 
Mercedes [ma'sedas] 
Oily [bh] 
Oswald f'azwald] 
Rafael [rafa'el] 
Rodriguez [rad'ri.-gas] 
Rosa Lillipampila f'rouza lili- 

pam'pila]

* The author and his companions may also have pronounced 
Josefina’s name in the English way: [/souzi'fima].

Sophie I'souh]
Willie Anderson ['will 'sendasn]



GEOGRAPHICAL NAMES

Argentina [,абзэп'Н:пэ]
Argentine ['adsantam]
Bay of Biscay ['bei av 'biskei]
Bolivia [ba'hvia]
Brazil [bra'zil]
Buenos Aires ['bwenas 'arariz}
Calilegua [kah'legwa]
Carmen de Patagones ['korman 

da ,p®ta'gounis]
Chascomus [tfas'koumas]
Chile ['ф11]
Chubut [tfu'but]
Cordoba ['ka:dava]
Deseado [,desg'a:douj
Dolores [da'la:ras]
Falkland Islands ['failkland

'adandzl

Greece [Cjrirsj
Jujuy ['äjurdsai]
Necochea [,nekou'tjreia]
Oran [э:'гап]
Paraguay ['pasragweij
Patagonia [jiaeta'goutija]
Pisa ['pirzaj
Punta del Norte ['punta del

’na.ti]
Rio Negro fri:ou 'niiQrou]
Salta ['saltaj
Tres Arroyos ['tres a'raias]
Valdes [val'desj
Venice ['venisj
Waterloo ['woitalu.-]
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