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Tony Fitzjohn, part missionary, part madman, has been called “one of the world’s most

endangered creatures.” An internationally renowned field expert on African wildlife, he is best

known for the eighteen years he spent helping Born Free’s George Adamson return more than

forty leopards and lions—including the celebrated Christian—to the wild in central Kenya.

Born Wild is the memoir of Fitzjohn’s extraordinary life. It shows how a man driven by an

impossibly restless spirit can do almost anything, from being a bouncer in a brothel, to

surviving a vicious lion attack, to fighting with the Tanzanian government, to being appointed

an Officer of the Order of the British Empire by the Queen. A notorious hell-raiser given to

scrapes with bandits, evil policemen, and wicked politicians, who has been shot at by poachers

and chewed up by lions, Fitzjohn is also a wonderful raconteur. Shenanigans aside, he belongs

to that rare species of humans who have sought refuge and meaning in a life truly dedicated to

the restoration of the animal kingdom. Many times Tony Fitzjohn has put his life on the line for

the cause in which he believes. Born Wild is the story of that passion.

From Publishers WeeklyFitzjohn worked with George Adamson for 17 years at his lion

preserve in Kenya (made famous from the 1966 film Born Free) and recounts his unplotted,

delightfully quirky, and frequently perilous journey from rogue Englishman to African wildlife

conservationist. Placed for adoption at the end of WWII, Fitzjohn grew up in a foster home in

working-class North London and was early inspired to go to Africa by devouring Tarzan stories

and tales of the Serengeti told by his scouting master. Eventually Fitzjohn was introduced to

game warden Adamson in 1971, whose assistant had just been killed by a lion, and Fitzjohn,

athletic, hard-drinking, and utterly loyal, worked devotedly with Adamson at their camp at Kora

along the Tana River to help captive or orphaned lions return to the wild. Life with the lions,

whose personalities Fitzjohn depicts, and other wildlife was simple, charming, yet dangerous.

Political upheaval and poaching prompted the demise of the camp; with Adamson's death by

bandit ambush in 1989, Fitzjohn moved to the Mkomazi reserve in Tanzania, stocked it with

rare black rhinos and wild dogs, and propelled it to national park status. This is a wonderfully

engrossing narrative of Fitzjohn's tireless, lifelong work establishing trust with both the wild

animals and prickly governments. (Mar.)(c) Copyright PWxyz, LLC. All rights reserved. --This

text refers to the hardcover edition.From BooklistFitzjohn has been in the thick of African

wildlife conservation for 40 years. He was a young drifter when introduced to the dangerous

business of returning lions and leopards to the wild by George Adamson, famous for his role in

the international best-seller Born Free (1960), written by his estranged wife Joy Adamson.

Fitzjohn survived a lion attack to discover that humans are more dangerous. His account of

spending two decades in northern Kenya is filled with battles with Somali poachers and corrupt

government officials. After both Joy and George Adamson were murdered by poachers, he was

hired as a wildlife specialist by the Tanzanian government. At the neglected Mkomazi refuge in

Tanzania, he reintroduced black rhinoceroses and wild dogs while again fighting poachers and

corrupt bureaucrats. In this engaging memoir, he tells how with support of global conservation

groups and big donors, such as actress Ali McGraw and Princess Michael of Kent, he and

other conservationists continue dauntlessly to fight for African wildlife. --Rick Roche --This text

refers to the hardcover edition.Review“A vivid and colorful portrayal of a maverick who has

lived life to the full and continues to do so as he tackles the challenges of conserving wild



places and wild things in East Africa. A wonderful addition to any conservationist’s library.”--Dr.

Richard Leakey“Fitzjohn worked with George Adamson for 17 years at his lion preserve in

Kenya (made famous from the 1966 film Born Free) and recounts his unplotted, delightfully

quirky, and frequently perilous journey from rogue Englishman to African wildlife

conservationist… This is a wonderfully engrossing narrative of Fitzjohn's tireless, lifelong work

establishing trust with both the wild animals and prickly governments.” --Publishers Weekly,

"Pick of the Week"From the Hardcover edition.About the AuthorTONY RAYMOND FITZJOHN,

OBE, is an internationally recognized conservationist who has spent decades successfully

reintroducing zoo animals to the wild, preserving East African wildlife, and pioneering the

development and management of the Kora National Park in northern Kenya. He continues his

mission as the field director for the George Adamson Wildlife Preservation Trust. He and his

wife, Lucy, live with their four children in Tanzania.From the Hardcover edition. --This text refers

to the paperback edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.chapter 1End

of the LineThe funny thing about being chewed up by a lion is that they don't bite chunks out of

you-they suffocate you. All that firepower and they use a pillow. I suppose I should be glad of it:

400 pounds of full grown lion pouncing on my back had already knocked the breath out of me.

And when he put my head in his mouth and started to squeeze, it wasn't long before I began to

lose consciousness. Only when he clawed at my stomach did I wake up and my will to live

reassert itself. It was just like that moment when you've been tumbled by a big wave and lost

your surfboard: abruptly the light pierces the swirling water and, realizing you want to live, you

kick toward the surface. I pushed my fist above my head and into the lion's mouth. But I wasn't

strong enough: he was going to kill me, the bastard. I can remember wondering, as I faded

away: Which one was it? A wild lion or one of ours?It was one of ours-Shyman-and it was

another one of ours-Freddie-who saved me. I had raised Freddie from the time he was a cub,

but unlike that big thug Shyman, whom we had never handled, he liked me. Freddie charged

Shyman and distracted him just long enough for me to regain a bit of consciousness and get

into the fetal position. Freddie went for Shyman at least four or five times as Shyman came

back to grab some other part of me. Even then the bigger lion got me round the neck and

started to strangle me. I went through that Reader's Digest tunnel, my life ebbing away-the

festering garbage dump at the camp gates my last view of the world. I knew what was

happening. And as I gave in to the blackness, I was furious about that rubbish.I had been

working with George Adamson-the Kenyan game warden who reintroduced lions to the wild

and was made famous by his wife's book Born Free-for the past four years, and it was he who

dragged me from the lion's maw. Alerted by our foreman Erigumsa, George came charging out

of our camp armed only with a short stick. He found Shyman dragging me off in his mouth, my

body trailing between his front legs, blood pouring from holes in my neck, shoulders, and body.

I was dead as far as the Old Man was concerned. George charged at the lion and, together

with Freddie, managed to see off Shyman and pull me away. But without Freddie, I wouldn't

have stood a chance. I'd been attacked by one lion and saved by another.I'd lost a tooth and

one of my ears was hanging off. A hole large enough to put my fist through had been bitten in

my right shoulder and neck. It would be a couple of painful weeks before I was back on my feet

again, but I consider it my closest shave yet, and not much to have paid for the privilege of

living with animals since the day in 1971 that George Adamson took me on.Mine was a long

journey to George's camp in Northern Kenya, but I feel as if it wasn't until I arrived there in

1971 that my life really started. That said, I was actually born in 1945, rather freer than I would

have liked-on the wrong side of the tracks, at the end of the line. I was raised in Cockfosters,

the very farthest north you can go on London's Piccadilly Line. My mother was a bank clerk; my



father abandoned her before I was born. One of tens of thousands who met a similar fate

during the Second World War, she tried to bring me up on her own, but it was very hard to do

when there was no work, little food, and a hatful of stigma attached to dragging around a small

boy without a father. When I was about seven months old she gave me up for adoption at the

Church of England Children's Society. I don't know what happened to her, and I have never

seen her again. Nor do I know who my birth father was. I've been told he was highly decorated,

married, and in the RAF, but I'm really not sure; I can't remember whether that's true or wishful

thinking, and I can't find out now because most of the society's records have disappeared. My

adoptive parents, however, I know all about. Leslie and Hilda Fitzjohn came and got me when

my age was still measured in months. They took me to Cockfosters, where they lived the kind

of life I've been trying to escape from ever since.My dad worked in a bank. He got on a train

every day and went off to places like Greenwich, Covent Garden, and Tooting. He had been in

the Supply Corps of the Desert Rats during the war, and had seen some pretty unpleasant

sights during his five years in Egypt. When he got back, I'm told he just sat and drank for six

months, staring at the fire and refusing to talk. Today you'd call it post traumatic stress disorder,

but back then there were no words for it. Soon after he had recovered, my parents experienced

a tragedy. They had adopted a baby who settled down well and upon whom they doted. Six

months later his mother appeared on the doorstep and asked for him back; she had just

married a man who had lost his wife and four children in a car crash. My parents thought it was

the only fair thing to do and handed the baby over, but both were shattered by the

experience.By the time I arrived on the scene, however, they were in much better shape. Dad

was doing well at work and getting on better with my mum. She was an inveterate charity

worker-always off doing something that involved wearing a hat: Mothers' Union, Townswomen's

Guild, or going to church. I suppose we were your everyday emerging middle class family, the

kind of people who appeared in those old black and white educational films, vacationed on the

South Coast, and went to the Festival of Britain in home knit jumpers. We lived in a small,

semidetached house in a road with hundreds of similar houses. Ours was smarter than the

ones on the other side of the street because you could only just see the electric flash of the

tube lines from our side, but they were all much of a muchness, and there wasn't much of it I

liked.When I was two and a half or so, we went to the orphanage again and, according to

family legend, I picked out a sister. Margaret lives in England and leads a much more

respectable life than her brother. We don't know why my parents adopted. Perhaps there was

some physical problem, or they just didn't have enough sex. I certainly never saw them at it, but

this was the 1940s and 1950s: sex was not something one discussed with one's parents! Ours

was quite a strict and repressed household, and our parents may have quarreled, but they

loved us and the good far outweighed the bad.Back then, the end of the Piccadilly Line was

also the beginning of the countryside. I used to go for long walks with our dogs-Trudi and Judy-

in the fields that began just a few hundred yards from our house. I'd play in the woods and

climb trees with my friend, Alex Duncan, who was the local vicar's son. We had an air gun and

we'd go up to the top of his house and shoot at women's bottoms as they tottered by. Inevitably

we were caught. I've got one of those faces that has difficulty concealing the truth: I worked

that out at an early age and have always behaved better than I would have wished because I'm

aware of the problem. I hate to think what I'd have gotten up to with a more innocent face.One

of my greatest loves was scouting. Scouting does not have a good image these days-all

pedophiles and sandals-but in the fifties it was a great way to escape and learn about the

outdoors. By the time I finished school I had more merit badges than Idi Amin would have

medals. I loved scouting and I kept on doing it right up until I left secondary school. We always



had excellent scoutmasters, and that freedom of the outdoors was wonderful after the tight

discipline that prevailed at home. All that practical stuff-knots, rope courses, and the like-was

fun at the time and has proved extraordinarily useful. I tie knots every day of my life, and I knew

most of them before I was ten. Although it's a dying pastime in England, scouting remains

hugely influential in Africa. Like so many other things here, scouting is just as it used to be in

England in the fifties. It's taken very seriously: ministers will happily be photographed in shorts

and neckerchief. They're always having jamborees, and Lord Baden Powell, the founder of the

Boy Scouts, even went so far as to die in Kenya. His grave was made a national monument by

Kenya's Chief Scout when he later became president, Daniel arap Moi. One of my oldest and

most respectable friends is Kenya's Chief Scout today.When I wasn't scouting, I was at school,

but about the only thing I recall about primary school is the rabbits. I don't know whether they

were being bred for fur, for the table, or as pets, but I loved looking after them. I didn't go so far

as to prepare them for release into the wild, but I do remember that even then I liked animals-

and dares-in roughly equal measure. Indeed, in an unhappy combination of the two, I caught

typhus after drinking from a puddle in the school playground and had to spend months in bed,

staring at a naked bulb as the sweat poured off of me. It was during this time that I came

across a book that inspired me to go to Africa and work with the animals that I had already

begun to love.Absurd as it may sound in this age of the Discovery and National Geographic

channels, the book that stirred me was Edgar Rice Burroughs's Tarzan of the Apes-one of the

most inaccurate books ever been written about the "Dark Continent." We only had a small

bookshelf at home, and it was full of condensed books and books about war in the desert,

containing black and white pictures of men with their hands in the air. But hidden away at the

back of the shelf was a paperback copy of Tarzan with a color cover. I read it over and over

again. Those were the days of Johnny Weissmuller and Cheeta down at the movie theater, but

it was actually the book that inspired me rather than the film, although I always had a liking for

Maureen O'Sullivan as Jane.Tarzan fascinated me and inspired a lifelong love of Africa, its

people, and its wildlife, and that love endures to this day, despite having eaten Africa's dirt,

been shot at by its inhabitants, and gnawed upon by its creatures. I still find it hard to define

what I... --This text refers to the paperback edition.Read more
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chewed up by a lion is that they don’t bite chunks out of you—they suffocate you. All that

firepower and they use a pillow. I suppose I should be glad of it: 400 pounds of full-grown lion

pouncing on my back had already knocked the breath out of me. And when he put my head in

his mouth and started to squeeze, it wasn’t long before I began to lose consciousness. Only

when he clawed at my stomach did I wake up and my will to live reassert itself. It was just like

that moment when you’ve been tumbled by a big wave and lost your surfboard: abruptly the

light pierces the swirling water and, realizing you want to live, you kick toward the surface. I

pushed my fist above my head and into the lion’s mouth. But I wasn’t strong enough: he was

going to kill me, the bastard. I can remember wondering, as I faded away: Which one was it? A

wild lion or one of ours?It was one of ours—Shyman—and it was another one of ours—Freddie

—who saved me. I had raised Freddie from the time he was a cub, but unlike that big thug

Shyman, whom we had never handled, he liked me. Freddie charged Shyman and distracted

him just long enough for me to regain a bit of consciousness and get into the fetal position.

Freddie went for Shyman at least four or five times as Shyman came back to grab some other

part of me. Even then the bigger lion got me round the neck and started to strangle me. I went

through that Reader’s Digest tunnel, my life ebbing away—the festering garbage dump at the

camp gates my last view of the world. I knew what was happening. And as I gave in to the

blackness, I was furious about that rubbish.I had been working with George Adamson—the

Kenyan game warden who reintroduced lions to the wild and was made famous by his wife’s

book Born Free—for the past four years, and it was he who dragged me from the lion’s maw.

Alerted by our foreman Erigumsa, George came charging out of our camp armed only with a

short stick. He found Shyman dragging me off in his mouth, my body trailing between his front

legs, blood pouring from holes in my neck, shoulders, and body. I was dead as far as the Old

Man was concerned. George charged at the lion and, together with Freddie, managed to see

off Shyman and pull me away. But without Freddie, I wouldn’t have stood a chance. I’d been

attacked by one lion and saved by another.I’d lost a tooth and one of my ears was hanging off.

A hole large enough to put my fist through had been bitten in my right shoulder and neck. It

would be a couple of painful weeks before I was back on my feet again, but I consider it my

closest shave yet, and not much to have paid for the privilege of living with animals since the



day in 1971 that George Adamson took me on.Mine was a long journey to George’s camp in

Northern Kenya, but I feel as if it wasn’t until I arrived there in 1971 that my life really started.

That said, I was actually born in 1945, rather freer than I would have liked—on the wrong side

of the tracks, at the end of the line. I was raised in Cockfosters, the very farthest north you can

go on London’s Piccadilly Line. My mother was a bank clerk; my father abandoned her before I

was born. One of tens of thousands who met a similar fate during the Second World War, she

tried to bring me up on her own, but it was very hard to do when there was no work, little food,

and a hatful of stigma attached to dragging around a small boy without a father. When I was

about seven months old, she gave me up for adoption at the Church of England Children’s

Society. I don’t know what happened to her, and I have never seen her again. Nor do I know

who my birth father was. I’ve been told he was highly decorated, married, and in the RAF, but

I’m really not sure; I can’t remember whether that’s true or wishful thinking, and I can’t find out

now because most of the society’s records have disappeared. My adoptive parents, however, I

know all about. Leslie and Hilda Fitzjohn came and got me when my age was still measured in

months. They took me to Cockfosters, where they lived the kind of life I’ve been trying to

escape from ever since.My dad worked in a bank. He got on a train every day and went off to

places like Greenwich, Covent Garden, and Tooting. He had been in the Supply Corps of the

Desert Rats during the war, and had seen some pretty unpleasant sights during his five years

in Egypt. When he got back, I’m told he just sat and drank for six months, staring at the fire and

refusing to talk. Today you’d call it post-traumatic stress disorder, but back then there were no

words for it. Soon after he had recovered, my parents experienced a tragedy. They had

adopted a baby who settled down well and upon whom they doted. Six months later his mother

appeared on the doorstep and asked for him back; she had just married a man who had lost

his wife and four children in a car crash. My parents thought it was the only fair thing to do and

handed the baby over, but both were shattered by the experience.By the time I arrived on the

scene, however, they were in much better shape. Dad was doing well at work and getting on

better with my mum. She was an inveterate charity worker—always off doing something that

involved wearing a hat: Mothers’ Union, Towns-women’s Guild, or going to church. I suppose

we were your everyday emerging middle-class family, the kind of people who appeared in

those old black-and-white educational films, vacationed on the South Coast, and went to the

Festival of Britain in home-knit jumpers. We lived in a small, semidetached house in a road with

hundreds of similar houses. Ours was smarter than the ones on the other side of the street

because you could only just see the electric flash of the tube lines from our side, but they were

all much of a muchness, and there wasn’t much of it I liked.When I was two and a half or so,

we went to the orphanage again and, according to family legend, I picked out a sister. Margaret

lives in England and leads a much more respectable life than her brother. We don’t know why

my parents adopted. Perhaps there was some physical problem, or they just didn’t have

enough sex. I certainly never saw them at it, but this was the 1940s and 1950s: sex was not

something one discussed with one’s parents! Ours was quite a strict and repressed household,

and our parents may have quarreled, but they loved us and the good far outweighed the

bad.Back then, the end of the Piccadilly Line was also the beginning of the countryside. I used

to go for long walks with our dogs—Trudi and Judy—in the fields that began just a few hundred

yards from our house. I’d play in the woods and climb trees with my friend, Alex Duncan, who

was the local vicar’s son. We had an air gun, and we’d go up to the top of his house and shoot

at women’s bottoms as they tottered by. Inevitably we were caught. I’ve got one of those faces

that has difficulty concealing the truth: I worked that out at an early age and have always

behaved better than I would have wished because I’m aware of the problem. I hate to think



what I’d have gotten up to with a more innocent face.One of my greatest loves was scouting.

Scouting does not have a good image these days—all pedophiles and scandals—but in the

fifties it was a great way to escape and learn about the outdoors. By the time I finished school,

I had more merit badges than Idi Amin would have medals. I loved scouting and I kept on doing

it right up until I left secondary school. We always had excellent scoutmasters, and that

freedom of the outdoors was wonderful after the tight discipline that prevailed at home. All that

practical stuff—knots, rope courses, and the like—was fun at the time and has proved

extraordinarily useful. I tie knots every day of my life, and I knew most of them before I was ten.

Although it’s a dying pastime in England, scouting remains hugely influential in Africa. Like so

many other things here, scouting is just as it used to be in England in the fifties. It’s taken very

seriously: ministers will happily be photographed in shorts and neckerchief. They’re always

having jamborees, and Lord Baden-Powell, the founder of the Boy Scouts, even went so far as

to die in Kenya. His grave was made a national monument by Kenya’s Chief Scout when he

later became president, Daniel arap Moi. One of my oldest and most respectable friends is

Kenya’s Chief Scout today.When I wasn’t scouting, I was at school, but about the only thing I

recall about primary school is the rabbits. I don’t know whether they were being bred for fur, for

the table, or as pets, but I loved looking after them. I didn’t go so far as to prepare them for

release into the wild, but I do remember that even then I liked animals—and dares—in roughly

equal measure. Indeed, in an unhappy combination of the two, I caught typhus after drinking

from a puddle in the school playground and had to spend months in bed, staring at a naked

bulb as the sweat poured off of me. It was during this time that I came across a book that

inspired me to go to Africa and work with the animals that I had already begun to love.Absurd

as it may sound in this age of the Discovery and National Geographic channels, the book that

stirred me was Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan of the Apes—one of the most inaccurate books

ever been written about the “Dark Continent.” We had only a small bookshelf at home, and it

was full of condensed books and books about war in the desert, containing black-and-white

pictures of men with their hands in the air. But hidden away at the back of the shelf was a

paperback copy of Tarzan with a color cover. I read it over and over again. Those were the days

of Johnny Weissmuller and Cheeta down at the movie theater, but it was actually the book that

inspired me rather than the film, although I always had a liking for Maureen O’Sullivan as

Jane.Tarzan fascinated me and inspired a lifelong love of Africa, its people, and its wildlife, and

that love endures to this day, despite having eaten Africa’s dirt, been shot at by its inhabitants,

and gnawed upon by its creatures. I still find it hard to define what I love so much about this

place—the freedom, the challenge, or the responsibility—but I know I love it with an almost

painful intensity, and I hate spending too long away from it. When I first read Tarzan, going to

Africa became an imperative. And I also wanted desperately to be able to communicate with

animals as my hero did. Edgar Rice Burroughs never set foot in Africa (in fact, William S.

Burroughs has probably been a more reliable guide to me), and his descriptions bear no

relation to what it actually looks like, or what it’s like to live here, yet it was he who inspired my

earliest years.The first school I remember properly was Enfield Grammar, a couple of miles

from home by bus. I must have driven my parents crazy when I was there. I was reasonably

quick-witted, but I did no work whatsoever. What I really concentrated on was stealing. I’m told

that I was personally responsible for the installation of shoplifting mirrors in the local

Woolworth’s because we were always down there pocketing stuff when we should have been

at school. It wasn’t because we wanted the things we stole. It was the buzz and excitement that

we yearned for—Enfield was achingly dull: Cockfosters with more dirt, black-and-white to my

Technicolor imagination. At first my petty larceny was pretty harmless, but it grew in daring, fed



by my constant urge for excitement and my unwillingness to turn down a dare. Reform school

and prison were becoming ever more likely.It was at about this time that my life began to

change. My father worked hard at the bank, and he was able to buy our first car—a Vauxhall 10

that I loved and whose engine I used to play with when I was not out in the fields with the dogs.

He washed it religiously on the weekends, and it always sparkled like new. Having a car in

Britain in those days was a big deal, and that consciousness of their worth has remained with

me all my life. The trust that George and I set up has loads of vehicles now, and I keep them on

the road far longer than I should because of some inbuilt sense of thrift. Every vehicle we’ve

ever had in Tanzania is still in use, an absurd source of pride until I was told how much it was

costing us.Rationing in Britain didn’t stop until 1954, when I was nine, and life wasn’t easy even

then. Nonetheless, Dad’s hard work at the bank paid off when he was offered the managership

of a new branch. We moved to nearby, but much more prosperous, South-gate. Dad joined the

Rotary Club—an event that would set me off on a completely new path. Instead of going to a

reformatory, I was packed off to Mill Hill, a smart boarding school on the outskirts of North

London. They had an assisted-tuition scheme through which the school and the Middlesex

County Council helped pay the tuitions of a few boys each year. A Rotary Club member had

tipped him off about the scheme. I don’t know why they took me, but I’m so lucky they did.

Almost all of my trustees in the UK are Old MillHillians, including my oldest school friend, Bob

Marshall-Andrews, who was one of our founders and is now chairman of the George Adamson

Trust.It’s fascinating to imagine how my life could have gone without the influence of Mill Hill.

Would I have carried on looting Woolworth’s and ended up in jail, or would I have gotten a

proper job and kept off the booze in my middle age? Mill Hill taught me many great things, but

it was a way of life I was after, not a salary; I haven’t received a salary since the day I met

George Adamson in 1971. When I was honored with the Order of the British Empire, Bob said

in a speech that the idea of Mill Hill was to take people from very different backgrounds—the

wealthy, the nouveaux riches, the middle classes, and the poor—put them through the system,

and spit them out into society as useful, serving, articulate members of society. Then he turned

to me and said, “With you, Fitzjohn, it all went terribly wrong.” I may not be quite what they

were expecting, but I knew from the moment I got to Mill Hill that I had to make it work for

me.Mill Hill was an amazing place to arrive after thirteen years on the grimy streets of North

London. It’s set on 120 acres of parkland and has views as far as the Chilterns in one direction

and much of London in the other. The school buildings were like nothing I had ever seen before

—polished wooden floors, towering ceilings with intricate plaster molding, and paneling

everywhere. It was like something out of a film. The school had gymnasiums, theaters, and

science laboratories—which would be impressive today, but this was the 1950s when I’d been

used to having very little indeed. I was terrified. It was all so alien: I had to act as an

upperclassman’s slave, making his bed and cleaning his shoes, and I had to put up with a bit of

bullying, but who doesn’t? It didn’t last for long. I was in the lowest class when I got there, and

right from the beginning I knew I had to get out of it and up to the next level. I had a great

sense of privilege, but also a consciousness that this was my one chance. My schooling was

virtually free, but even having to pay for the textbooks and uniforms was a burden for my

parents, who really had to scrimp to make sure that I had what I needed and my sister’s fees at

a convent in Whetstone could still be covered. All around me were other children who had

things that I wanted. I decided what I had to do was change my accent, get three A-levels, and

play rugby for the First XV. The first two weren’t too hard, but I was a weedy little squirt and

although I could jump like a Maasai on a pogo stick—very handy at line-outs—getting into the

First XV was quite a struggle.I really threw myself into the school. I worked hard at my studies,



and outside the classroom I was like someone trying to join the marines. I did cross-country

running, pull-ups in the gym, rope climbing—anything, really, as long as it hurt. Boys fill out

naturally at that age, but I was also very athletic—something that’s always stayed with me,

which is lucky or I would never have been able to do half the things I’ve done. Tracking lions

and chasing after leopards all day is exhausting work. I needed to be strong.The academic

work was a struggle. I’ve always had problems remembering things, and although I was good

enough to pass my A-levels, universities weren’t exactly clamoring for me to attend, and there

was no way I was getting into medical school, though I took chemistry, zoology, and physics

with all the future medical students. My chemistry teacher put me in touch with the personnel

director of Express Dairies, who hired me as a management trainee before I’d even left school.

Most of my contemporaries walked straight into jobs too, but I didn’t have the contacts they

had, so this was a lucky break, even if it wasn’t Africa.As in Cockfosters, I devoted plenty of

time to the scouts. We had the option of scouting or the Combined Cadet Force at Mill Hill—an

easy choice. Play around outdoors, doing what I’d always loved, or wear reject World War II

uniforms and march around in circles while being shouted at by a retired sergeant major. I must

have gotten every single badge they ever made for scouts, but the one thing I never became

was a Queen’s Scout. I have always had a problem with authority, and becoming a Queen’s

Scout required following rules. By the time I’d reached my last two terms, I’d achieved what I’d

needed to get out of school, and with the Express job in the bag, I was able to play a little. Bob,

who had left a year earlier, used to come and pick me up on Saturday night in his father’s old

Hillman Minx, and we’d go cruising for girls. Unsuccessfully. But it was freedom.I had loved Mill

Hill, but casting off the shackles of authority was still a great feeling. I went on a motorcycle trip

around Britain with a school friend. We got in all sorts of trouble, but it was a short vacation

rather than a gap year, so I soon started work at Express. I traveled all over the country, doing

a variety of jobs as part of my training—from hotel management to a milk route in Muswell Hill,

like Matt Monro, who would sing the Oscar-winning theme song for Born Free. The year 1963

was a great time to be young and in London, and I had the best of both worlds. I was a

management trainee in a huge and respected company at the forefront of Prime Minister

Harold Wilson’s “burning white heat of technology,” and I was also knocking on doors in a little

blue cap in the early mornings. I soon learned that all the clichés you hear about milkmen and

housewives were true. I was having the time of my life.As I stumbled from party to good time,

Express was beginning to see the error of my ways. They battled away for two long years as I

turned up late for work, took too much time off on the weekends to play rugby, grew my hair too

long, and showed a marked lack of interest in the dairy industry. Eventually they sent me on an

Outward Bound course in a last-ditch attempt to get me to show some leadership qualities. It

was to be an eye-opener both for Express and for me.All the patrols were named after polar

explorers—ours for Lawrence “Titus” Oates, who was known for his honorable death. Aware

that his ill health was jeopardizing his companions’ lives on an expedition to discover the South

Pole, he told them, “I am just going outside and may be some time” before he disappeared in a

blizzard. Being in the Oates Patrol was another lucky chance akin to getting into Mill Hill. I’ve

been such an ass all my life, biting the hand that feeds me and always getting bored, but every

now and then I meet some incredibly good person who sees past the pain in their hand and

totally changes my life. The man in charge of Oates was Campbell Whalley, and just the man I

needed to meet at the time. A former game warden in the Serengeti, he had lived the life I had

always wanted to lead since reading Tarzan—an ambition I had let slide through laziness and a

willingness to go with the flow. He was the kick in the ass I needed. He told me fabulous stories

about his life in the bush, the animals he had known, the battles with poachers, the solitary but



hugely rewarding life. Blithely unaware of Prime Minister Macmillan’s “wind of change” policy,

which would grant British colonies in Africa their independence, I wondered what he was doing

running an Outward Bound course in Ullswater for a bunch of misfits like me instead of running

around the African plains. Early on in the course, Campbell told me I should go to Africa if I

really felt I had to, but he added that I was thirty years too late.Reading Campbell’s assessment

of me at the time is a chastening experience. He was extraordinarily prescient, recognizing all

of the faults that have shadowed me throughout my life. He immediately spotted the way my

nervousness made me bluster and show off, and of course that I had a knee-jerk horror of

rules:Tony can, however, be very nervous as he showed when giving a lecturette that

nevertheless was clear in its presentation and easily understood by the audience.… He only

spoilt a good course for himself by being very critical of the staff in his first few days and not

keeping his opinions to himself. He was also inclined to pull the rules of the school to shreds.…

[He] gave an unfortunate first impression which we feel he must not give again no matter

where he goes.He also saw a good side, however, commending me for leading by example,

and being kind to the weaker boys! Not good enough for Express, though, who fired me as

soon as they read the report: “Well, thank God for that,” said Campbell when I met up with him

again, forty-five years later.I was enthralled by Campbell’s tales of his time as a game warden,

and although it took a while to happen, this was a significant watershed. My life in milk was

over! I would run a game park in Africa, I would work with animals, and in honor of Titus Oates,

I would work outside and I would “be some time.”Deciding to go to Africa and actually going

took a bit longer than I had hoped. I worked my way through a bizarre collection of jobs over

the next couple of years that brought me into contact with everyone from former colonial

governors to the Beatles. I loved rock and roll, rugby on the weekends, and, most of all, girls.

But it was the old game wardens and colonial administrators that appealed to me the most.

They embodied real freedom and adventure to me, not the manufactured Carnaby Street

variety. But what a time to be in London! I had the best of times, but my ultimate goal lay ahead

of me.In 1968 my opportunity came. Forget the Summer of Love, I was off to Africa with my

maiden aunt Alice.I first went to Africa by boat, taking the Transvaal Castle from Southampton

to Cape Town. It was a proper old liner with all sorts of forms of entertainment. Although it had

just become a “one class” ship, the social dividing lines were still there until I met some of the

wonderful “White Africans”—the last hurrah of the Raj, now working in Independent Africa.

Many would look after me and give me beds and a warm welcome in the years to come. I slept

in a four-berth cabin—in steerage, right next to the propeller shafts—with a smelly and largely

unintelligible group of Zambian tobacco farmers and miners, alcoholics to a man. It was a

glorious trip. Of course, I spent all my money even before I got to Grahamstown in the Eastern

Cape, where my aunt had relocated from England.Bizarrely, I met South Africa’s prime

minister, John Vorster, on my first day there. He had just inherited the bloodstained helm of

apartheid South Africa following the assassination of Hendrik Verwoerd, and he was opening

the museum in which my aunt, an artist, had been commissioned to paint murals. It was quite

brave of him, considering it was the hated British 1820 Settlers Museum, and he was a hard-

line Boer. Vorster was just one of many apartheid-era South African leaders whom I met in the

next year or two. I regret to say they were all disconcertingly nice. Reading about their exploits

today, it is hard to equate the people I knew socially with their political actions. Vorster, for

example, was a corrupt Nazi sympathizer responsible for the brutal suppression of those who

opposed his rule, but he was a charming host and made a lovely cup of tea.Alice had never

recovered from the death of her brother, who was executed by the IRA in 1921—a great

shame, as she was full of fun and truly kind. Whenever I’m feeling particularly sorry for myself, I



read the letter her brother wrote on the night of his death.Dear Mother, Alice and Dad,When

out walking to-day, Toogood, Glossop and myself were captured by the I.R.A. and have been

condemned to be shot to-night.The O.C. I.R.A. and his men have been very civil to us

throughout and have treated us well. It is terrible to have to leave you all so early in life but it is

fate and a soldier’s life.Always remember I died smiling, and believing in a life to come.A

thousand kisses and a last farewell. Au-revoir, Rob.Don’t let this worry you too much.It always

humbles me.Back in 1968, I was not feeling sorry for myself at all, but I desperately needed a

job. I took my HGV (heavy-goods vehicle) license and eventually found a job as a bus driver in

Cape Town, sometimes serving black areas and at other times white. It was while I was there

that I was shot at for the first time.I had been having an affair with a lovely girl called Jane, who,

in a fit of madness, confessed all to her husband. I was persuaded by a doctor friend, Richard

Arnot, a “chap” who was always getting people to do the decent thing, to go and apologize.

Never listen to a “chap.” I arrived to find Jane lying on the floor in a silver lamé jump suit, her

husband John pointing a revolver at me. Obviously I apologized. But having been forgiven, I

couldn’t resist shouting at John as I left. He fired out the window, then ran down the street after

me. Escape came in the form of a bus driven by one of my colleagues who pulled over and

shouted, “Hey, soutpiel. In trouble again?” I sat on the backseat panting like a dog and smiling

broadly like Dustin Hoffman in The Graduate, but there was no Katharine Ross with whom to

share the joke.This was one of many events that encouraged me to get on with my life. I was in

Africa and—rare in apartheid South Africa—I’d even made friends with a few Africans. But I

was still very much in 1960s English mode, and I could just as well have been back in England

most of the time. I needed to make a move, and decided to hitchhike up to Kenya where some

friends were touring with a rugby team. This took longer than I expected, but Kenya entranced

me from the very moment I arrived. At last I had reached the Africa of my imagination. Even

Nairobi National Park took my breath away.The first place in Nairobi that I really felt at home

was, inevitably, a bar. A long and narrow room, the Long Bar at the Stanley hotel had a huge

mural of the turn-of-the-century Nairobi railhead behind its forty-foot bar. Everyone went there

at lunchtime—hunters, tour guides, businessmen, actors from the Donovan Maule Theatre, off-

duty bush pilots, minor European royalty, people up from the Coast, upcountry ranchers,

politicians, polo players, police informers, con men, drug pushers, and even a few bemused

tourists.There was no racism and no privilege there. Prince Alfie Auschberg rubbed shoulders

and shared stories with Jimmy Kariuki, an engineer with East African Airways, and Bunny

Allen, a genuine Romany with an earring who would talk to anyone—as long as she was a she.

If you wanted a lift to the Coast, someone was flying down. “Never been on a hunt?” Someone

would take you. Short a few bob? “Never mind—it’s on us.” Need a tie for the Stanley Grill

tonight? “Take mine.” Problem with Immigration? “Talk to Macharia over there.”The Long Bar

was one of those defining places—like Carnaby Street in the mid-sixties or Haight-Ashbury

and Woodstock a little later. It perfectly encapsulated a time and place. It was a hard-drinking

place by day, the Long Bar. It was always a bit seedy at night when we followed the BOAC

stewardesses back to the Grosvenor. And it was in the Long Bar that I first met Ian Hughes. A

tough, broken-nosed Welshman with a brain to match his courage, he invited me on my first

safari. Unbelievably, after all this talk of Tarzan and wanting to run a game park, I’d been in

Africa for almost a year and never been out in the real bush. Ian was in charge of a specialist

anti-poaching unit based in Maralal that had responsibilities across Northern Kenya. I jumped

at the prospect of joining him. Just getting to Maralal, a one-camel town on the edge of the

Northern Frontier District (NFD), was an adventure, but from there it only got better.No one

was allowed into the NFD in those days unless he had a permit and an armed escort. But for



us it was different: we were the armed escort. We set off from Maralal with a Land Rover and

an old two-wheel-drive truck full of game rangers, a great cloud of dust billowing up behind us.

We headed north up the eastern shore of Lake Turkana to Ileret on the border with Ethiopia. I

had hitchhiked across Africa, but had stuck to main roads and aircraft. This was my first time

out in the wild, and I already knew I was home—the sight of faraway herds of oryx shimmering

in the desert air, the taste of the dust, and the noise of the howling wind. The hot desert air

smelled of battles and sex and a time long gone. I loved everything about it.Ian taught me a

huge amount about the bush and its inhabitants: how to interpret tracks, which animals made

what noise, and when to climb up the nearest tree (which, in the NFD, could be miles away). It

would be years before I knew what I was talking about, but it was Ian who set me on my way. I

vividly remember hearing my first lion—that deep, deep sound with which I would become so

familiar but that is not at all as you would expect it to be. Lions do not often roar à la MGM (that

lion is yawning), but it’s their resonant grunting that makes the hair rise up on your neck and

completely fills the African night. “WHO is the Lord of this land? I AM, I AM, I AM …” He roars,

then grunts. Then listens.It wasn’t just Ian’s knowledge of natural history that I absorbed. He

knew all the tricks for keeping vehicles on the road—how to use a high-lift jack and fix radiators

with tea leaves (not that it works—it took me ten years to find out that curry powder was best

for small leaks). I loved it all. It was scouting for grownups. Everything went wrong: we ran out

of food, we got stuck, our vehicles broke down, and we sorted it all out because we had to and

it was fun. There could have been no more perfect introduction to the bush.When we got back

to Maralal, I met the great explorer Wilfred Thesiger at his house there; he would become

something of a thorn in George Adamson’s side in later years, but he was very helpful to me

when I first arrived in Kenya. He asked me for a lift down to Nairobi, and I almost killed him in

the driving rain. The murram road south was a river of red mud, and after we had just hurtled

off it sideways for the umpteenth time, he peered down his enormous nose and said, “I haven’t

driven for over thirty years, but if you’d like me to take over …” Thesiger told me how Kenya

was not how it used to be, how it was sad that I had not arrived before the internal combustion

engine ruined everything.There were a lot of unemployed game wardens and former colonial

servants around at the time, who would all tell me the same thing. Following independence,

many of the old European wardens took early retirement, or they were not so gently squeezed

out of their jobs so that Africans could be promoted. At first these were properly qualified

people who deserved advancement. But as things got more corrupt and the government

became increasingly desperate to let fall a few of the fruits of independence on which its

members were gorging, people were promoted on no merit at all. The national parks and

indeed everything else suffered terribly as a result. One of the outcomes of the policy was the

poaching wars of the 1980s and the wholesale slaughter of Kenya’s and Tanzania’s

wildlife.One of the still-employed wardens I met was a wonderful man called Rodney Elliot, who

kept an eye on me and fought in my corner for years. Ian’s boss in the NFD, Rodney was an

old-school gentleman, famous for his upright character and iron toughness. It was

extraordinary that he talked to me at all. I was a long-haired albeit charming lout with

questionable language, but there was obviously something in me that he liked. He always

defended me when I was up against the authorities, and he wrote me a wonderful letter when I

first arrived at George’s camp, saying, “I’m very glad that you’ve found a new assistant. I think

you will find George Adamson to be an enterprising and reliable young man.”On the strength of

my success at Ullswater, I had managed to swing a job at the Loitokitok Outward Bound

School at the foot of Mount Kilimanjaro. I was bowled over by its beauty. I can see the mountain

from where I write today, but I’m on the opposite side of it here in Tanzania. Kili rises out of the



plains near Loitokitok with a drama that I’ve never seen equaled, a huge solitary volcano with a

ruff of snow so perfect that it looks fake. In those days the Amboseli plains thronged with

elephant, giraffe, and all sorts of plains game. It was the Africa that I had always imagined. We

used to get chased by the rhinos there, our hearts going like jackhammers as we cursed them

for looking like rocks. You’d pay a king’s ransom to be chased by a rhino in Amboseli today. Up

on the mountain there were buffalo and bushbuck in the forest, colobus monkeys in the canopy,

and all sorts of iridescent birds flitting among the branches. And always the sentinel mountain

in the background. I even tried running to the top of 19,340-foot Kilimanjaro with a friend: we

were three quarters of the way back when my legs gave out and I couldn’t move for five hours.

We would have smashed the record but for that.The Outward Bound school was fun too, but,

typically, I managed to have a fight with a well-connected student and was soon on my way

back to Nairobi and the Long Bar. In Kenya at that time you could do anything you wanted to,

and we did. There was almost no population pressure and the economy was booming. There

was a wonderful feeling of freedom and hope then, one that fifty years of misrule has done its

best to wipe out, but which still lingers on as an impressive credit to the resilience of ordinary

Kenyans. But all this fun required a bit of cash, and I was no nearer to finding a job that I

wanted to do. So when Ian asked me on safari again, of course I agreed.Ian, a game warden

pal of his, and I set off in a £50 Volkswagen Combi for points north. We had a spectacular time,

doing everything the hard way. We traversed the NFD and crossed the border into Ethiopia

near Mega, where we decided to go through the bush rather than take the dirt road. We soon

found ourselves lost in the elephant grass with only first and third gear on the van working. It’s

a long, hard climb from the deserts of southern Ethiopia to the highlands around Addis Ababa,

and we did them all at crawling speed. Indeed, we went so slowly that seminaked tribesmen

with huge Afros and ancient rifles ran faster than us. We scared them off by waving pistols in

the air. At the top of a hill and 435 miles off was Addis Ababa, the hundred-year-old town built

by Emperor Menelik. It was a funny old place—Haile Selassie was still in power, and the whole

country was run along feudal lines. His modernization program hadn’t caught up with the

eighteenth century, let alone the twentieth, and it was no surprise when he was overthrown a

few years later. No one would help us mend the Combi because we had neither the right

papers nor enough money. Then we went to see Brigadier Sandford, to whom we had a letter

of introduction from Wilfred, and whispered the magical name of Thesiger. Suddenly the Combi

was being mended, spare parts became miraculously available, and taxes were waived.We

drove on through the Simien Mountains and the highlands of Ethiopia to Asmara in modern-

day Eritrea. This fabulous little town could have been on the shores of Lake Como—all pastel

colors and gentle curves. The Italians had colonized Eritrea and built streets lined with glorious

art deco buildings in its highland capital—even the garages were works of art. Ice cream,

espresso, and beautiful girls were what I remember it for most. That and the insane journey we

took down to Massawa in a tiny little train that drops eight thousand feet in thirty-five miles (as

the crow flies). There we found an Italian trader who offered to put our VW bus on top of his

load of green peppers as it made its way along the Red Sea to Alexandria. Initially we balked at

this as too easy, but after further mechanical disasters we took him up on his offer; indeed,

another of his boats took us to Venice in the end. By the time we reached Paris, we were

freezing cold and had only one gear left. We made the last stage of the journey with a Primus

stove keeping us warm between the seats. Then some madman stole the bus and set it on fire.

It had been a great safari, but once again I hadn’t really thought things through.That we would

eventually arrive in England didn’t dawn on me until we got there. Ian had a job in Kenya. I had

nothing and was back in the place that I had managed only recently to escape. It was a bit



bleak. I ended up driving trucks between Covent Garden and the airport, picking up goods

being imported from Kenya. Occasionally I would get a short job at the Outward Bound school

in Devon. I wrote to all my friends and acquaintances back in Kenya asking for jobs and news,

and even wrote to Joy Adamson, whom I had met when doing a quick building job at the house

next door to hers in Naivasha. She said she was looking for a secretary, a job I declined. No

one else had anything they could offer me.When I received a letter from Dawie du Plessis

offering to fly me back to South Africa, I was amazed. I had known him in Cape Town, but not

very well. Nevertheless I accepted without hesitation, and was soon on a BOAC Comet to

Johannesburg, clutching a bag of rare records that he’d asked me to bring. We went out to his

father’s farm in the Orange Free State and were soon riding around bareback, herding cattle,

and living a healthy life in the sun. Dawie’s father was Sand du Plessis, the administrator of the

Orange Free State, one of the most powerful men in South Africa. A lovely man, he said he’d

get me a job in the South African national parks, but I told him that I had lost my heart to Kenya

and turned him down.One morning out at the farm I woke up hungover and sore. I walked

down to the kitchen, where I was shushed into a chair and told to listen; it was a church service

from the Bloemfontein Groote Kerke (Big Church) on the radio. I looked around as I listened

quietly, and realized I was sitting with more concentrated influence and raw political power than

I ever would see again. On one side of the table were the administrators of all the other South

African states, on the other were Sand du Plessis, Prime Minister John Vorster, and President

Jacobus Fouché. It was that kind of house.Later that day I discovered why Dawie had invited

me out in the first place. He confessed as we were bringing in the cattle. “You know that trouble

you had just before you left Cape Town?” he asked. “When that man tried to shoot you because

you’d slept with his wife? That was my fault,” he said. “I was having an affair with Jane, but

because of my father’s position I couldn’t be seen to be the cause of her divorce. I’ve felt guilty

for ages. I’m really sorry, boetjie.”I couldn’t have cared less. I had loved my time with lamé

Jane, and I was back in Africa again. Neither would it be the last I heard of my friend Richard

Arnot, who had obliged me to do the right thing. A few years later he became front-page news

when Nurse Helen Smith and a man with his underpants around his ankles fell to their deaths

at a party Richard was giving in Saudi Arabia. I suspect it was a Foreign Office cover-up

because of influential Saudis at the party.I loved my time with the du Plessises, but now that I

was back in Africa, I knew that I had to get back to the best part of it: Kenya. It was with a

strange regret that I said good-bye to South Africa. I had stayed at the heart of Afrikaner

country and found my hosts welcoming, gracious, and fair. Prime Minister Vorster had been

charming and generous on both occasions when I met him. The people I couldn’t stand in

South Africa were the English-speaking whites who thought they were so much better than

everyone else—the soutpiels. It was a relief to be returning to Kenya, where, in the post-

independence euphoria, blacks and whites got on well and there was an emerging black elite

with whom one could drink and play.I set off in May and hitchhiked my way up through Malawi,

Rhodesia, Zambia, and Tanzania, arriving broke and thirsty at the Long Bar in July. I still

couldn’t find any work doing what I wanted, but there was plenty of little stuff that I fit in

between safaris and having fun to keep myself solvent. I worked at the Djinn Palace on Lake

Naivasha, a fabled old White Mischief haunt that had fallen into disrepair. It had been bought

by a Dutch family who employed me to fix up the boats and get everything working again. I

worked on a farm for a while in Timau, near Mount Kenya, and visited Ian Hughes again in

Isiolo. He was living in George and Joy Adamson’s old house where they had raised Elsa the

lioness. But none of this was what I really wanted to do. I wanted to be out in the bush working

with animals, but 1969 was possibly the worst time to have such ambitions. Mwai Kibaki,



Kenya’s current president, was then the finance minister. In need of some popularity and well

aware of the effect it would have on the economy, he was making life hard for non-Africans,

particularly Asians, and it was becoming impossible to get a work permit without having the

right contacts.I was chasing a job in Maralal and another with Glenn Cottar, one of the old

hunters, but nothing came of it. So when some friends said they wanted an extra pair of hands

on a “cruise” from Lamu to the Seychelles in an unsuitably gaff-rigged Arab dhow, I accepted at

once. Even today Lamu is a fabulous island despite all the Eurotrash cluttering up the beach

and a huge new port being built there. Back then it was paradise on earth. Before becoming a

stopping-off point on the hippie trail, it was a small island surrounded by powder sand beaches;

its coral reefs were home to myriad species of tropical fish. Marlin, barracuda, and sailfish

patrolled the deeper waters. An important trading port and seat of Islamic learning for

centuries, Lamu has a unique architecture and there are still no cars on the island (except, of

course, a Land Rover for the district commissioner that doesn’t really go anywhere). Back in

1970 it was like stepping back in time. Almost all the boats were classic lateen-sailed dhows,

and it’s a pity ours wasn’t. Barry White, whose boat it was, must have known a bit about sailing,

but I certainly didn’t, so it was something of a surprise when we pointed the boat south only to

find ourselves swept up by the powerful current and deposited one hundred miles off

Mogadishu to the north. We had to beat our way back south, nipping in and out of the reef that

protects the coast of southern Somalia and northern Kenya. I spent my time on board reading

Bwana Game, George Adamson’s autobiography, about his time as a game warden in the

NFD. I loved it, and knew I must meet him.It was ten long days before we got back to Lamu and

I decided enough was enough. There was the chance of a lift back to Nairobi, so the next day

found me drinking at the Long Bar with Hector Vaughan Ryall. I was complaining about being

unable to find a job and telling him how I wanted to be George Adamson.“I know what we’ll do,”

said Hector, whom I’d just met that day: “We’ll go to Naivasha and I’ll introduce you to Joy.”So

we bought some cold beers, jumped in his car, and drove off to Naivasha. In those days it was

a wonderful drive; you drove 1,500 feet up past Westlands and Limuru, into the Gatamaiyo

forest, then dropped down onto a road that had been built by Italian prisoners during the

Second World War. They even built a tiny church there. But it’s not the architecture that is so

astonishing; it’s the view. Fifty years later it still makes my jaw drop when I take the kids back to

school nearby. There comes a point when you turn a corner and you can see the Rift Valley

stretched out below you. Mount Longonot volcano rises from the valley floor and just alongside

of it Lake Naivasha sparkles in the sunlight. On that road it’s immediately apparent why it’s

called the Rift Valley—there’s a sheer escarpment and the valley is marked by a series of lakes

stretching north—Naivasha, Elementaita, Nakuru, Bogoria, Baringo, all the way up to Turkana,

Ethiopia, and its own Rift Valley lakes. There was no pollution then, no flower farms with their

plastic greenhouses, no people. The sight sobered us a little, but we were still pretty drunk by

the time we turned up at Joy’s house, Elsamere, on the southern shore of the lake.We parked

the car and walked around to Elsamere’s lakeside aspect. Joy was on the lawn with a monkey

on her shoulder and an unsure smile on her face. She greeted us with her strong German

accent and I asked her for a job. She looked at Hector and me as if we were from another

planet. “I have nothing going,” she said. “But I know my husband is looking for someone. His

previous assistant has just been killed by a lion.”TWOMeeting GeorgeGeorge Adamson’s

brother, Terence, and I arrived in Kora after a long and uncomfortable journey. It had been a

hundred-mile drive on which we had seen hippos crossing the sandy track as well as a few

startled elephants and cats that are seen only at night. Terence had picked me up from the

Malindi bus at Garissa and then driven for hours in silence. At Kora, a musky perfume scented



the still air, the silence broken only by the ping of the manifold and the wheeze and crack of the

broken exhaust as the Land Rover cooled down. A lithe young lioness called softly as she

paced up and down outside the twelve-foot-high chain-link fence that surrounded George and

Terence’s camp. Soon the calls of frogs, nightjars, and black-bellied bustards began again,

piercing the all-enveloping darkness of the moonless night. A white-haired old man walked out

of the mess hut, his head haloed by a hissing Tilley lamp. “Hello, I’m George Adamson,” he

said.After supper, George poured himself a small White Horse whisky and I had a beer as we

sat under the lamp. Terence, George’s younger brother by two years, grunted at the drink on

the vinyl-covered table and took himself off to bed. I can’t remember what was said, but I’m

sure it wasn’t much. Everything was pure and simple. No adoring public, no colonial DCs, no

sign of any wealth, no pictures and photographs, not a touch of pretension or vanity anywhere

—just sand underfoot, enamel plates and mugs, some old packing cases, and those hellishly

uncomfortable fold-out camp chairs. I was hooked. I went to bed in a rickety old camp bed

under the stars and stared at the heavens. As far as I was concerned, those heavens had

come to earth and I had just discovered them. But how was I going to pull it off? I knew damn-

all about lions, nothing about tracking, Somalis, or Kiswahili, and in spite of having been an

Outward Bound instructor, I knew nothing about surviving in a place like this. I had fibbed a bit

to Joy about my experience, and now that I had met George, I felt a bit guilty. At least I was fit, I

thought, as I fell asleep. I was going to need to be.I woke up before dawn to hear George

puttering around and getting ready for the day. Not much was said, so I just followed along. His

camp consisted of just a few thatch-covered huts built on sand and surrounded by a tall chain-

link fence. After a cup of tea, George opened the big gate and I saw the point of the fence. A

lioness jumped up at him, laying her vast paws on his bare shoulders; unnerving as it looked,

Lisa knew what she was doing. She kept all her weight on her back legs and never extended

her claws. Terence and Erigumsa, the foreman, had hacked a route up from the river three

miles away, and George walked down it to the Tana, the two-year-old lioness playing at his

heels and Juma, her wilder and much shyer playmate, following at a cautious distance. I trailed

them slowly in the rattling and ancient Land Rover pickup.Having arrived at night, I had not

taken in the stark beauty of Kora. Kampi ya Simba was very basic indeed. There was one mess

hut surrounded by three sleeping huts in which it was far too hot to sleep: we all slept under the

stars in mosquito-net-covered cots. Showers were of the bucket variety, and water was in very

short supply. The camp lay at the foot of a great series of sandstone gneiss rocks, or

inselbergs. These change color as the light upon them alters, from orange and ocher to pale

yellow in the fierce heat of the day and a rich red at sunset. The camp is in harsh, dry country,

surrounded by flat-topped acacia, terminalia, commiphora, and a swath of sticklike bush, but

down by the river is a totally different environment. Lush riverine forest lines the perennial

waters of the broad and muddy Tana, Kenya’s longest river. Often sticky and humid under the

doum palms, huge Acacia elatior, and Tana River poplars, the land along the riverbank is

cooled by the flowing water and breeze, a welcome contrast to the scorching heat in the bush

and at camp. Temperatures at Kora consistently top 100 degrees by ten in the morning, and by

2:00 p.m. the bush goes dead quiet. Even the birds save their energy. That was why we took

our walks with the lions at dawn and dusk. In the heat of the day it was impossible to get them

to move.I remember thinking then that it was a long walk down to the river for a sixty-five-year-

old, but George was the same age then as I am now, and I too feel like I can take on the world

when I get up in the morning. As we reached the river, a large, short-maned lion charged out of

the bush and came bounding up to greet George.George turned to me. “Come and say hello to

Christian,” he said.I screwed up my courage and stepped out of the car. Christian took one look



at me with his unreadable yellow eyes, growled loudly, and crouched, ready to pounce.“I think

you’d better get back in the vehicle,” said George. “He’s a bit frisky today.”I obeyed his

instructions, feeling somewhat ashamed as the Old Man talked to the three lions and sat down

to smoke a pipe and watch the river with them. So this was the famous lion man whose

attempts to reintroduce lions to the wild had been immortalized in Joy’s multimillion-selling

book, Born Free. And this was the lion I had heard about that had been bought at Harrods and

lived on the Kings Road until he had become too big to handle. I looked at the fine young lion,

not fully mature but still a huge and powerful beast, his muscles rippling clearly under his loose

skin. I found him hard to equate with the Chelsea furniture shop where he had been raised: a

bull amid crockery would have been much easier to handle.Crocodiles lolled on the banks of

the Tana, and herons and egrets waded in the shady shallows as the heat of the sun built up. I

looked across at the Old Man, who was already inspiring my loyalty. Shirtless, in a pair of

tattered old shorts and Afghan chapli sandals, he held a rifle loosely in his right hand. His long

white hair contrasted with the neat Vandyke beard that emphasized the point of his chin. His

strong shoulders were a rich reddish brown after a lifetime spent in the sun—both in India

where he was born, and in Kenya, to which he had devoted his adult life. There was a quality of

peace and stillness about him that clearly put the lions at ease. Everything he did, he did

competently, deliberately, and calmly.I had just finished reading George’s book Bwana Game,

which speaks of the years he spent patrolling the NFD, protecting its people and animals.

George had tried his hand at many things—gold prospecting, road haulage, hunting, and

farming, before he joined the Game Department. He had led a solitary and independent life,

even during his marriage to Joy, a twice-married Austrian painter with whom he had fallen

hopelessly in love in 1942 when she was on a safari through Garissa, soon to be my new

hometown. Theirs was a tempestuous relationship, whether they were living together or apart

in a marriage that was so unlike its celluloid re-creation that it was a standing joke among their

friends and acquaintances. The fact that George was one of the most famous people in the

world at this time was the unlikely outcome of his shooting a lioness in 1956 when out in the

bush with his successor and colleague as warden at Isiolo, Ken Smith. The film of Born Free

(1966), based on Joy’s book about bringing up the lion cub he had orphaned and then

returning her to the wild, had been a stunning success. Starring Bill Travers and Virginia

McKenna, it had broken all sorts of box-office records, won two Oscars, and made George,

Joy, and Elsa into household names. Since then people were always trying to meet George

and asking him to speak at events—in vain. He was the most taciturn of men, who

communicated mainly in grunts. His harrumphs, however, spoke volumes.I’ve met only one

person who spoke less than George and that was his brother, Terence. I think they must have

gone weeks without speaking before I arrived on the scene. He had a crumpled face with huge

bags under his eyes, and was much given to scowling. A perpetual rather than confirmed

bachelor, Terence was one of the strangest men I had ever met. After a lifetime of building

houses and working as a game warden in a subordinate rather than leading role, he had ended

up at Kora, living with a brother who quietly and unconsciously dominated him. They camped

miles from anywhere in an environment Terence himself had designed entirely for the welfare

of his brother’s lions. Kampi ya Simba (the Camp of the Lions) was split in two—one part for

the humans, the other for the lions, with a simple system of gates and chain-link fences

dividing the two. The lions’ comfort and safety always came first. When George first moved

there with Christian and Boy, all he had needed to say to Terence was “Build me a camp for my

lions,” then turn up when it was ready. The road system Terence designed and that his team of

laborers hacked from the bush with machetes remains unchanged to this day: Kora would not



function without it. The airstrip that he sited ninety minutes away, paced out, and cut remained

the only one for miles around for years and was in the only place it could be: there was no

other suitable ground. In short, without Terence, George and I would have been completely

unable to do our work with the lions we both adored. Yet Terence would have absolutely

nothing to do with them: he built a complicated infrastructure for them, but actively disliked

living with lions. He thought George and I were quite mad.George was easier to read. There

was something about Kora and about George that gripped and inspired me. I knew that I

couldn’t be him, but from the moment I arrived I knew that this was it. This was how I wished to

live my life. I want some of that, I thought. To get a part of it, though, I was going to have to

prove myself first. I wasn’t going to be much use to George if I couldn’t even make friends with

Christian, a two-year-old lion who had been brought up on the Kings Road with Ace Bourke

and John Rendall, a couple of Australian hippies who smoked almost as much dope as I did

when I was surfing. The next morning we followed the same routine—up before dawn and then

the slow drive down to the river in George’s footsteps. There was Christian again, tail swishing,

an unfathomable look in his eye. I thought, If the Old Man can do this, so can I. I walked

straight across and said, “Hello, Christian, I’m Fitz.” Christian got up, rubbed his head against

me, and just sat there on my feet while I scratched his head. It was the beginning of one of my

life’s most valuable relationships.The feeling of tranquillity and unity with nature that we

experienced when we were out walking with the lions was a major part of why I loved my life so

much. It was a feeling and code of behavior that went entirely unexpressed, indeed would

actually dissolve if one thought about it. Integral to everything we did was the fact that the lions

came before us. We lived very simply and would go hungry rather than ration the lions; we

wouldn’t sleep in order to watch out for them; we wouldn’t leave camp so that they were always

protected. I had been living a pretty dissolute, aimless, and selfish life since leaving England,

yet within a few weeks of being at Kora, I was a better human being. I felt spiritually and

morally refreshed. That’s not to say that I didn’t behave badly and have a lot of fun when I was

away from camp, but the core of my life now had some meaning.We lived a life of quiet routine

at Kora, interspersed with memorably disgusting meals cooked by Hamisi, a Sudanese cook

who had been working for Terence for decades. We didn’t give him much to work with—tins of

carrots, bits of goat, and posho, Kenya’s staple maize meal—but even with better ingredients,

he was no Escoffier. Every morning George and I would take the lions for a walk down to the

river. There was always something to do as we walked along—the lions would follow trails and

George would show me what to watch out for, which tracks were made by what animal. He was

a shower, not a teller, and this method taught me a huge amount very quickly. I soon

recognized the songs of birds and the tracks of animals; it would be a while longer before I

could recognize individual animals, but it came with time. When we reached the river, the lions

would lie down with explosive sighs and we would sit with them, shaded under the doum palms

and giant figs, to watch the river go by. At eleven o’clock or thereabouts George would make

himself a pipe and pull out his battered Stanley flask. Then we would have a cup of gin and

Treetop orange squash together before walking back to Kampi ya Simba for lunch.The camp

Terence had built did the job, but was in no way luxurious. The fence kept the wild lions out and

allowed those that needed a safe place to stay in. Life for us revolved around the sand-floored

mess hut with its thatched roof and three cement-covered burlap walls. Where the fourth wall

should have been was a sandy area leading to the fence and, beyond it, the bush. George’s

ancient typewriter sat on the table, much as Ruark’s or Hemingway’s must have done; the litter

of books, papers and objets trouvés that surrounded it was shuffled to one side for meals. He

was a great correspondent and was always writing to some old friend or dealing with the



council or the Game Department. Rough bookshelves housed George’s collection of

photographs, novels, and reference books, and quite often a snake or two looking for a quiet

place to rest. The sand floor displayed the spoor of George’s menagerie of guinea fowl, ravens,

and seed-eating birds, which to Terence’s disgust would beg at meals or at the very least clear

up afterwards. I’m sure George did most of it to tease Terence, but he also had a definite Saint

Francis of Assisi streak to him that allowed him to hand-feed even the shyest of animals like

the hornbills, ground squirrels, dik-dik, and vervet monkeys. It was one of the reasons for his

great success with the lions.
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TCW, “Very insightful look into Africa Wildlife Preservation in detail. This is a really

extraordinary story. At first I was doubtful because I tend to avoid celebrities. But the

preservation of endangered wildlife is of deep interest to me and has been since the early

70’s.This book hangs it all out there in stark reality. The challenges faced in trying to preserve

African wildlife from being hunted to extinction.It covers more than just the plight of lions. It

talks about the work in two different counties and the challenges in each. It makes it clear that

the story we are fed in the US is packaged up in bright wrapping to make it look good.There

are many reason wildlife in Africa is being driven to extinction. It has to do with money, and

habitat reduction. Even when habitat is set aside, it isn’t safe for the protected species. It is a

huge challenge to protect and expand the reduced populations given the governments and

land use conflicts.There is really no end in sight. It will continue to be a species by species,

area by area battle of individual efforts. Each of these require funding and support which

requires time and travel to obtain. This conflicts with the need/desire to be present to do the

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/ygBRk/Born-Wild-The-Extraordinary-Story-of-One-Mans-Passion-for-Africa


wildlife preservation work.And it is a dangerous job. You put your life on the line to do this as

has been shown over and over. It really is not a pretty picture, but this book shows more of the

reality of the operation details. It shares the ups of successes, the downs and the frustration of

governmental delays.Africa is a continent of change. We can only hope that constant pressure

in the direction of preservation in Africa and in zoos can keep viable populations going for

future generations. These animals are each beautiful and special.”

Ngirilover, “An Extraordinary Story, and True so far as I know.. I have to say as a disclaimer that

I have been to Mkomazi and met Tony Fitzjohn and that several of my Moshi friends know him

well. But, the beauty of this memoir is not just in the "romance" of the tough life, but of the

remembrances of the stamina, and the fragile line that holds it all together. As Americans who

come and go from Kilimanjaro, I can tell you that most projects -- and big ones at that run on

the fragile line of one persons passion and dedication. And many of the golden ones have

been murdered. His story is vivid, and gives hope to the future of the parks and the animals.I

would not put my children or recommend anyone else putting their children into the arms of

lions (and I don't think he does either) but he brings a sort of humanity that connects we

humans and animals, but keeps his own life story ever present.  I love good memoirs.”

Virro, “Very Touching Story. This book was a good read! I felt for Tony as he struggled and

bumbled around looking for his place in life. When he found it, he knew it was where he was

meant to be. His was a strong and determined personality, to be able to continue on in the face

of all that went on with the animals, poachers, government corruption, etc. I’m so glad he found

a wife in his perfect match, Lucy, and eventually four children. The pictures show a beautiful

family. Thank God for people who dare to be different, and for those who fight to save those

big, beautiful animals. I heard about poaching for ivory many years ago but didn’t know till I

read Born Wild why the ivory became so popular. Such a sad, sad story of greed and

corruption. Thanks to George, Joy, Tony, Lucy, Terence and many others for their love and care

for the beautiful land and animals they fought to protect.”

Alana, “Terrific read from many aspects. Loved this book. I actually read on my Kindle app

during the time we were in Tanzania for a safari, then after we returned. The stories of

preparing the rescued animals to return to the wild is engaging, as is the chronicle of the

history of the grazers, politicians and poachers. Just so many positive things, very great

challenges, heartbreak and success.  I may read it again.”

betsyb, “Gotta Love Tony Fitzjohn. I read all of the Adamson books, both Joy's and George's as

a kid. I remember when I got George's autobiography from the library and saw Tony Fitzjohn

thinking "He is SO cute!" Well, he is older, wiser, infinitely interesting and still pretty cute. The

life he has lived and is living is amazing. The work he is doing is so important if any of Africa's

wildlife is to survive. The book is a great adventure story and I really loved visiting George

Adamson again through Tony's eyes.  Thank you Mr. Fitzjohn.”

Diana Siderides, “Born WILD. Absolutely beautiful book, a must to fully understand the real

work of saving the Wildlife in East Africa. Tony has done so well, that George Adamson is

happier in the 'heavens' above.The Wildlife are lucky to have Tony, Lucy, and all their friends

and donors and people helping out thus cause. I am thankful that Tony came along to learn

from George. . .”



June Mackie, “A Dedicated Life. This is the most extraordinary memoir I have EVER read (I'm

79). Every lover of our planet, it's flora and fauna and humanity in general, must read this. I

have already recommended it to my friends and family. Glorious story and magnificently

written.  Very hard to put down but the loss of sleep is worth it.”

Beans, “Fascinating. Fitzjohn admits to being nuts, he is! Anyone who savors the types of

adventures he does is a rare species of his own kind. Through Fitzjohn's chapters, I learned a

lot about George Adamson's work with lions, which was as heart-warming as his wife's stories

of Elsa. A lot to digest in this book, glimpses at life in Africa, the work with the animals, the

political upheavals, the dangers, the joys.  Great read, astounding photographs.”

ConradMF41, “Fantastic story, and all true. Fantastic story, and all true! Once I got into the

book I just could not put it down. I just had to come back to it at every free moment that I could

get until I had finished it. I have been to many places in Africa - Kenya, Botswana, South Africa,

Algeria, and always wind up "leaving a little of my heart there". For that reason I found the book

all the more compelling. It also helps if you have a passion for Lions, Tigers, and other

creatures in the wild who are so much under threat from an uncaring and selfish mankind.

There should be more people like Tony Fitzjohn in the world who are prepared to do everything

in their power to enhance and care for the animals with whom we share this planet.”

The book by Tony Fitzjohn has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 52 people have provided feedback.
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