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Lions aren’t the only excitement in the Serengeti.




Chapter One

The grass is the color of lions. If the big cats weren’t lying so close to the road, they’d be invisible. Thick manes frame two massive heads, marking them as adult males; the third is a lioness. Though their yellow eyes seem as indifferent as the sun, they are probably watching the same thing we are: a herd of fifty wildebeests about three hundred yards away from our Land Cruiser.

A nine-month-old calf cries plaintively: “Nyeh! Nyeh!” He’s lost his mother. Though the adults pronounce it somewhat differently (“Neeh! Noo! Neeh! Noo!”) the calf almost sounds like he’s calling out the wildebeest’s other common name: “Gnuuu! Gnnuuu!”

“If the lions notice the lost calf, they might become active,” says wildlife biologist Dick Estes, the leader of our safari. But when one of the lions rises, it’s a different drive he seeks to satisfy. He saunters over to the female and straddles her. He gives a few thrusts with his hips, but after five seconds, he gives up.

“I don’t think they got it on,” comments Liz Thomas. As a teen, she lived among lions in Namibia, and knows that lion lovemaking typically lasts longer than that—and ends with a swat and a snarl from the lioness. That’s for good reason. The male has tiny barbs on his penis. But this lioness doesn’t grumble; she flips over on her back, legs folded in the air, playful in the way of a sleepy puppy. The male returns to his other companion, who is probably his brother. He lies back down.

For now, the action is over. But other safari vehicles begin to gather. Lions are one of Africa’s “big five” (the others are elephants, rhinos, Cape buffaloes, and leopards) that big-game hunters once sought as trophies, and that most tourists want to see today. Soon eleven cars are idling by the road.

“This is my nightmare,” says Dick. “A crowd of vehicles watching lions do nothing, ignoring all the REAL excitement!”

Just past the lazing lions, the fifty wildebeests are engaged in dramas of life and death. They are advertising territory. They’re seeking mates. They’re finding the food that they need to sustain them on one of the greatest animal journeys on earth.

The lost calf reunites with his mother and rushes to her udder to suckle. A young bull chases a rival, whose right horn was broken in combat. “There’s so much going on!” says Dick.
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The “guru of gnu,” DR. RICHARD DESPARD ESTES. Though he set his sights on Africa as a child, Dick took a circuitous route to get there. Graduating from Harvard in 1950 with a degree in sociobiology, he worked mainly as a writer till he got a chance to do a two-year survey of wildlife in Burma in 1958—where, among other adventures, a tiger investigated his tent one night. Upon his return to the United States, he enrolled at Cornell University for graduate school and proposed an ambitious multi-species study of five hoofed species of animals—elands, zebras, Thompson’s and Grant’s gazelles, and wildebeests—in Ngorongoro Crater. But wildebeests took up most of his time. They still do.

Dick has also conducted pioneering fieldwork on other antelope species, including years of study of the magnificent scimitar-horned sable and giant sable in Kenya and Angola. From 1978 to 2006 he chaired or cochaired the Antelope Specialist Group of the International Union for Conservation of Nature; he is a founding member and trustee of the Rare Species Conservatory Foundation, which designs protection and reintroduction programs for endangered species in the wild, and is especially proud that he helped repatriate the American-bred bongo, a beautiful striped antelope, to Kenya. But his heart belongs most of all to the wildebeests. For more than half a century, Dick has been acknowledged around the world as the wildebeest’s most ardent and respected champion.


 


But not many people know how to see it.

Dick does—and that’s why we’re here. My friend of thirty years, Dr. Richard Despard Estes has been studying these powerful, high-shouldered, bearded antelopes for more than half a century, longer than any other scientist who has ever lived.

From his white beard to his bush hat to his twinkling blue eyes, Dick looks as if he stepped out of Central Casting for the part of African wildlife biologist. The undisputed “guru of gnu,” he’s acknowledged the world over as the top expert on wildebeests. And though lions may seem more glamorous, it’s wildebeests who drive the ecology and evolution of the largest savanna ecosystem in the world.

Like no other event in nature, the wildebeest migration defines wild Africa.

The extravagance of their number stupefies: one and a quarter million wildebeests, in separate herds of tens of thousands, all on the move at once, accompanied by hundreds of thousands of zebras and gazelles. It is the largest mass movement of animals on land.

The sheer number of so many animals in motion is more than a dazzling spectacle. It is a force like gravity, or rainfall—a force that transforms, nourishes, and renews both the lands over which they travel and the other creatures who gather in their wake.

The movements of the wildebeests are described in terms normally reserved for oceans or weather systems: They storm across rivers and lakes, dodging the jaws of crocodiles. They tumble down cliffs like waterfalls. They pour into the greening plains. The wildebeests follow the rains and the nourishing grasses in a roughly clockwise route of nearly a thousand miles, from Tanzania to Kenya, year-round. On their journey, they collect an unrivaled entourage of two hundred thousand zebras, five hundred thousand Thompson’s gazelles, eighteen thousand elands, ninety-seven thousand topis—as well as the host of lions, leopards, jackals, hyenas, and vultures who eagerly await their arrival in their home territories.

“This is the greatest of all mammalian migrations,” Dick tells me. “To be part of something that huge is an amazing feeling.” And this is the quest that has drawn us here, on this Friday in late June, to Tanzania’s Ngorongoro Crater. This is the gateway to Africa’s great Serengeti plains, and part of the vast Serengeti-Masai Mara ecosystem of roughly twenty-five thousand square miles—the size of Connecticut and Rhode Island combined.
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Our party of five has come from across the United States to join Dick, eighty-eight, on what could be his last safari. We’ve come in hopes of finding the massive herds. We want to observe them during the wildebeests’ chaotic and dramatic rut, or mating season. We hope to join them in taking part in the world’s most magnificent animal migration.

“See that male?” Dick says, pointing to a tall, noble-looking young bull. The fringe of the gnu’s long beard is backlit in the morning sun. “His head is up. He’s not just standing around. He’s doing three things: He’s chewing the cud. He’s watching for females and rival males. And he’s advertising his territory.”

Now, through his binoculars, Dick spots another, larger herd—perhaps several hundred animals. It’s just a five-minute drive away from the cars still clotting around the lions. “Hot damn!” Dick says. We drive on.



It has taken us, it seems, a long time to see our first wildebeest of the trip. We’ve been on the move for four days.

We left the United States on Tuesday, cleared Tanzanian customs at Kilimanjaro Airport on Wednesday, and after an overnight just outside Arusha city limits, we finally began—with several stops—the long drive toward Ngorongoro Crater on Thursday.

A finer group of traveling companions I could not imagine. Liz, eighty-five, lived in Africa for extended periods studying people and animals, and she’s authored more than a dozen books. Gary Galbreath, sixty-six, a Chicago-based evolutionary biologist, has conducted research on animals on three continents. Roger Wood, fifty-three, a retired security software genius, and his son Logan, nineteen, from Portland, Oregon, have both traveled with Dick in the Serengeti before; the Woods have a summer home in New Hampshire not far from the Estes family, and Dick has taken three generations of Woods on safari with him. Logan made his first trip to Africa when he was only twelve; Roger has made seven previous journeys to Africa, several of them with Dick, assisting in his research.

On various writing projects, I’ve visited five African countries, including this one, but this is my first time in the Serengeti—and my only trip with Dick. I’ve wanted to go on this expedition with him for three decades, ever since my husband and I moved from New Jersey to New Hampshire, to the town next to the one Dick (and Liz, who introduced us) lives in.

 


ELIZABETH MARSHALL THOMAS, the author of a dozen acclaimed books, has spent a lifetime observing other creatures and other cultures, from the !Kung hunter-gatherers in Namibia, to the hidden lives of her dogs, to the deer in her backyard in New Hampshire. Liz and I met more than thirty years ago, shortly after I moved to the state. For a newspaper story, I interviewed her about her studies with Katy Payne on elephant infrasound. By the end of the interview we were fast friends. Liz introduced me to Dick and his wife, Runi, weeks later at a dinner at her house. The three of us have wanted to travel to Africa together ever since.
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As a young woman, as well as living with the Bushmen of Namibia, Liz studied the lifeways of the Dodoth herders of Uganda. Here, some of her Dodoth friends examine some animal intestines, which they consult like the position of the stars, to determine whether a raid on their cattle might be coming.
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ROGER WOOD thanks his mom, who loved travel, for knowing Dick. His parents lived not far from the Estes family. Roger’s mom, Barbara, met Dick at his lecture on wildebeests at a local nature center in 1985; intrigued, Barbara soon joined Dick on safari. Roger met Dick at the Woods’ summer cabin in New Hampshire, and they got to know each other and their families over many visits. In his work as senior director of product management for security software of McAfee/Intel (till his retirement in 2015), Roger looked for patterns—and that made him the perfect person to help Dick when he was looking for a field assistant in 1999. I’d heard about Roger from Dick for years. When we began planning our wildebeest safari, Dick and I knew we wanted Roger along—and we got his son Logan as a bonus!
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LOGAN WOOD has a tattoo on his arm that says it all—in Arabic, a language he’s been studying since high school. In the curving Arabic alphabet, it spells out “explore.” With his parents and sister, Parker, Logan has visited a different country every year since fourth grade. When he’s not scuba diving, skydiving, rock climbing, tightrope walking, or practicing archery, he’s studying financial math and statistics at University of California, Santa Barbara.
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GARY GALBREATH and I met in the Amazon in 1996. A seasoned field worker in the tropics and an ardent conservationist, when Gary wasn’t teaching biology at Northwestern University or working at Chicago’s Field Museum, he served on the board of the Rainforest Conservation Fund, which supported a reserve in Peru. I was there researching a book on pink dolphins. There he told me of a mysterious golden bear he’d seen years earlier in China, new to science. We later made three trips to Southeast Asia together to identify it. (It was an unknown color variant of the Asiatic black bear, or moon bear.) I wrote a book about it, and Gary has devoted years of study to its genetic lineage. Gary brought not only his long interest in Africa but also his extensive background in fieldwork and evolutionary biology to our wildebeest team.
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As we travel, guides and tourists often ask Dick to sign one of his books.




 

Dick literally wrote the book on African mammals. In fact, he wrote two: his field guides, The Behavior Guide to African Mammals and The Safari Companion, are considered so essential that it’s almost impossible to find an English-speaking tourist group without one of them. Both books are used in training and certifying wildlife tour guides all over the African continent. And though his publisher wouldn’t let him call his most recent book The Gnu Testament (instead they titled it The Gnu’s World), it is considered the bible on the species.

Though we quickly left the city of Arusha behind, it seemed to take forever to get to the wildebeests that Thursday. On our way to the Crater, we passed little shops known as dukas selling cakes and dresses; roadside nurseries selling orange-and-purple-flowered bird-of-paradise plants for the garden; coffee plantations, orchards of banana and coconut, and plots of corn and pigeon peas; and roadside stores with imaginative names like “Grand Slam Lubricant Shop.”

We passed tall, yellow-barked fever trees—so-called because they grow in areas of standing water, breeding mosquitoes that spread diseases such as malaria. We stopped along the Mto wa Mbu, the “River of Mosquitoes,” near Lake Manyara National Park, where we viewed a rookery of yellow-billed storks. And we noted an intriguing sign posted near the entrance to the outer wall of the Rift Valley: HOME TO TREE-CLIMBING LIONS.

We asked Dick, why do these lions climb trees?

“To escape biting flies,” Dick answered. “It’s a much more enticing sign than ‘HOME TO A BOATLOAD OF BLOODSUCKING FLIES.’”

All this time, we saw no wildebeests. But already, we had learned a lot: That in some areas, eagle owls eat almost nothing but hedgehogs. That tree hyraxes, which look like rodents but are closely related to elephants, descend from their treetop homes to deposit their dung in a common latrine. That if a cobra spits venom in your eye and you have no water, you should get someone to pee in it.

We learned that baobabs, the fat, squatty trees made famous by The Little Prince, are actually massive succulents, more like cacti than trees. They don’t produce real wood or growth rings. The Hadza people, hunter-gatherers of Tanzania, say that the baobab angered God, so he plucked it from the earth and replanted it upside down.

Joshua Peterson, twenty-eight, at the wheel of our Land Cruiser, shared this last fact. His family operates Dorobo Safaris—Dorobo means “people without cattle”—and they have been leading camping and walking wilderness trips, often among the Hadza, since the early 1980s. Joshua’s parents and uncles, brothers and cousins all know Dick, who has often headlined their trips as the featured naturalist. Joshua’s parents were friends with Dick before Joshua was born. Joshua told me it was an “immense privilege” to be on this trip. “Dick doesn’t just tell you what an animal is,” Joshua said. “He knows what it’s doing, why, and how it affects other animals.”

As we drove west, toward the Crater, we each shared our stories. How did we all come to this distant land, a hemisphere away from home? Dick told us how he became fascinated with Africa at age ten. His family, driving from Memphis, Tennessee, to Dedham, Massachusetts, stopped at the American Museum of Natural History in New York City. There he saw the African dioramas in Akeley Hall: a cluster of eight taxidermied tuskers stand in its center, poised as if to charge, surrounded by twenty-eight life-size scenes from African plains and jungles. “On the spot,” said Dick, “I decided I’d go to Africa.” Today, at the famous Chicago Field Museum, there’s a diorama of an African wildlife researcher’s camp. It’s based on Dick’s campsite in Ngorongoro Crater, where he first started studying the wildebeest in 1962, and has a plaque about his work.

Liz had longed to visit Africa ever since reading Jock of the Bushveld as a child. At age eighteen, she got an extraordinary opportunity to do so. Her father, the founder of a successful national defense corporation, took the family to the uncharted Etosha Pan desert in Namibia, in southern Africa, to conduct some of the first-ever studies of hunter-gatherers. Liz’s book on their life among the Bushmen, or San, became an instant classic, and The Harmless People is still in print today after nearly sixty years. Liz and her husband, Steve, later lived in Uganda when their two kids were small; after the kids were grown, she returned to Africa to collaborate with researcher Katy Payne on the landmark discovery that elephants use sounds below the threshold of human hearing to communicate across vast distances.

Roger, too, grew up reading books about Africa, and made sure both his kids—Logan and his younger sister, Parker—got to enjoy them as well. But for Gary, the trigger was a film. He was only six when he and his family saw the 1955 movie The African Lion, set in the Serengeti. He’d wanted to come ever since. In fact, more than forty years ago, he’d planned to research his PhD thesis on East Africa’s colobus monkeys, but his funding fell through. He switched to studying armadillos in Florida, and became the world’s top expert on the nine-banded species. Gary went on to teach biology at Northwestern University, earn an appointment at the Field Museum, and travel widely to study animals in South America and Southeast Asia. But he had never gotten to Africa. Until now.



Gary had been waiting the longest—sixty years. But by Thursday afternoon, all of us, after three days of travel, felt increasingly eager to see at least one member of the great herds we hoped to follow.

At last we would get our chance, we hoped, when we reached the Crater View overlook point. A World Heritage site and an International Biosphere Reserve, Ngorongoro Crater is a natural sanctuary for almost all the large mammal species of East Africa’s plains. We stood, chilly in the brisk wind even in our polar fleeces, at the lip of the Crater. We surveyed the panorama of the ancient volcano caldera below, ten by twelve miles in diameter: a mosaic of blue waterways and pale grasslands and dark trees. “This,” Dick said, “is where I first looked down on the wildebeest as a graduate student from Cornell in 1962.”

Before Dick’s studies, the lives of the wildebeests were largely a mystery. Nobody knew much about which grasses they ate, how the young matured, how their social lives were organized, or how they affected their environment and the animals around them.

In fact, back then, nobody had more than a rough idea about where they went on their year-long migration. The technology of following animals with radio collaring was brand-new. The modern science of studying animal behavior, ethology, was only a decade old. Tanzania as an independent nation was then only one year old; formerly it had been governed by Germany, then by Great Britain. Native Tanzanians hadn’t formally studied animals because few had the interest, education, or opportunity to do so.

 


Born in Nairobi, JOSHUA PETERSON grew up in the family business, Dorobo Safaris, sharing the wonders of African wildlife and culture with visitors from around the world. He’s done his fair share of travel outside of Africa too: He went to college in Idaho (and spent his last year in New Zealand). After college he traveled further and worked for Idaho Fish and Game, studying how stocking fish in high mountain lakes affects the wild reptiles and amphibians. But Tanzania is his first love, and he loves to share it. Working with his dad, his uncle, and his two cousins, Joshua has been guiding for the past three and a half years. He spent 170 days on safari last year.
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Joshua with a Masai friend, Alais, at Alais’s “enkang” ceremony. An enkang is held every seven to nine years to celebrate the entry of young Masai men into the warrior age set. “My relationships with Alais and other Masai and Hadza have deepened my understanding of African wildlife and lifeways,” explains Joshua. “Spending time in the bush with them, talking and telling stories around the fire, you get a very different perspective of animals and the bush—a nonscientific, more ‘natural’ understanding from people who live alongside the animals.”


 

Little was known about any African mammal. Jane Goodall’s now-famous studies of chimps in Gombe had started only two years before. Few scientists were interested in studying wildebeests, even though—or perhaps because—they were the most numerous hoofed mammals in Africa.

But Dick suspected that these animals were more important than anyone
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Migration Without End
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