
[image: image]




[image: image]






Dedication

I dedicate this book to the natural world for being my greatest

mentor, guide, and inspiration, and to our great ancestors who

ushered us through so many difficult times in prehistory.
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Introduction

In Search of Wildness

THE PANHANDLE IN THE OKAVANGO DELTA IN NORTHERN BOTSWANA is a primal place where people still have dangerous encounters with big animals like hippos and elephants. The air is thick with buzzing insects and birdsong, and the great flowing river is a giant silver serpent fringed with vast beds of papyrus reeds. Most rivers run to the ocean, but the Okavango flows into this great swamp—it is the life giver.

There is an intensity here that wakes me up.

The swamp is home to an incredible diversity of animals who play a role in this rich ecosystem, from the sitatunga antelope, whose banana-shaped hooves allow them to move silently through the marsh, to the hippo, who carve pathways through the dense aquatic grasses, directing the flow of water and making life in the grasslands possible for so many.

But the animal our small filmmaking crew was searching for this golden afternoon was the Nile crocodile, a great prehistoric creature that is the largest freshwater predator in Africa.

As our motorboat skimmed along the channel’s fringe, we trained our eyes and cameras on the banks where the crocodiles commonly bask in the sun. Here the papyrus grows thick, its tall grass fanning out into bright green rays that resemble a bursting firework. Below the swaying papyrus culms are networks of tight tunnels and dark caves, the underwater dens where the crocodiles drag their kills.

Naturalist and local guide Greg Thompson led our small crew, which included my brother and longtime filmmaking partner Damon; the French underwater cinematographer Didier Noirot, who had worked on Jacques Cousteau’s team; and my friend Roger Horrocks, one of the best underwater cinematographers in the world and as close to me as another brother.

Roger was the reason I was here—why our team was about to dive with the species considered to be among the most dangerous on the planet. He and I had met four years before, at a film festival in Durban, South Africa, and we clicked immediately. Roger is a deep thinker, a philosopher, and a man of action. He’s also one of the most accomplished divers I know, entirely at home in the water. If Roger thought we could follow the crocodile into its lair, I was interested in seeing if it was possible. We knew from diving with great white sharks that big predators are not always as dangerous as Hollywood movies make them out to be.

As Greg guided our team closer to the dragon’s lair, he shared a warning. An experienced adventure guide who gives tours out of a wood-paneled two-decker houseboat called the Kubu Queen, Greg knows the Okavango Delta panhandle well, and he knows crocodiles.

He couldn’t guarantee we would survive the dive.

Crocodiles are among the few predators that consider human beings prey, and they have the strongest bite of any animal. Lying in wait at the water’s edge, this ambush predator will attack and eat almost anything that comes into the water—and every animal must come to drink eventually.

“Humans are the perfect prey for these crocodiles,” Greg pointed out. “We’re the perfect size.”

As our boat motored slowly along the curving stretch of water, Didier skimmed the surface with a mini high-definition camera on a long pole that resembled a pool cleaner.

After a few moments of filming, Didier called us close to view a playback of his footage.

“I’ve never seen this before,” he said, half joking. “Maybe he was ambushing us.”

I looked over the side of the boat to track what he had captured on film—and there was a crocodile some fourteen feet long. He was extraordinary, an ancient and graceful dragon more than twice as long as a man. Though the crocodile was swimming close to the boat, there was nothing aggressive about his behavior, and we began to prepare ourselves for the dive to get a closer look.

Before anyone broke the surface of the water, we checked for hippos. Despite its rotund appearance, the hippo is the most dangerous animal in the Delta. These massive beasts, weighing up to four tons, with teeth a foot long, can move rapidly underwater, running along the bottom of a riverbed. A hippo can even lift and capsize a boat. We had met people who had witnessed hippo attacks in which someone had been maimed or killed. If a hippo was near, we would have to get out of the water immediately.

Roger and Didier slipped in, followed by Damon. They moved quickly, and as quietly as possible to avoid alerting the croc with a big splash. The surface is the riskiest place in the water. It is where the crocodiles prefer to attack their prey and wrestle it down to the depths. So the divers had to immediately descend and stay at the river bottom, then come straight back up and into the boat without lingering at the surface.

I stayed above to film as the three descended to where the crocodile was now resting on the sun-dappled sediment floor. They avoided moving backward as a prey animal would; instead, they kept still or moved toward the croc, a tactic to confuse the animal.

I started preparing my gear to follow them into the water. I was younger then, more foolish and willing to take risks, but still I was scared. These animals are territorial. A member of a photographic expedition that traveled to this same place not long after our own expedition had his arm torn off by a crocodile and nearly died. Still, despite the risks, I felt the pull to be closer, to feel this animal’s wildness, to understand.

Of course, we had taken precautions. For most of the year, even the most daring diver would not attempt to swim the waters of the Okavango Delta—visibility is too low, leaving you with little way of knowing if a crocodile is approaching. But we’d planned our trip in June, when the surge flows peak—the water flows strongly and steadily, clearing the sediment, and there is usually a two- to four-week window of clear water.

Waiting on standby in the boat was a trained medic with a fully stocked trauma kit, including oxygen cylinders. When the dive team slipped beneath the surface, the medic went on high alert. We had briefly considered taking some kind of weapon with us but decided it would be unfair to invade an animal’s environment and then try to kill it if it attacked. Also, if a crocodile was going to attack us, we probably wouldn’t even see it coming. This is such a large and powerful predator: there was no weapon that was going to help us.

After Roger, Didier, and Damon had spent about forty-five minutes filming the croc on the river bottom, the dragon slowly glided to the surface for a breath and then moved almost lazily toward the papyrus, stirring puffs of sediment as he went. Lungs filled, he dove back under—and then something extraordinary happened. As I watched from above, the crocodile began to walk deeper under the cover of the papyrus. When I think about it, I still get gooseflesh.

It felt like an invitation to follow. For weeks, we’d been tracking these crocodiles in the hope one would lead us to its lair, but to no avail. But now it seemed this one was doing just that. Surely here was our guide, and with him, perhaps, the wildness that had so long eluded me.

I pulled my mask on and tested my regulator. Just before going in, I noticed a strange sight: a bat, flying around the boat in broad daylight. I thought, Something powerful is about to happen.

I went over the side and found myself in a parallel world, an underwater garden tinted emerald green and gold from the sunlight filtering through the water.

With the help of camera lights that broke through the darkness and illuminated his tracks in the sand, the rest of my team had managed to follow the crocodile into the channel carved in the papyrus. But I had no light. I was several yards behind them, and the sediment they’d stirred up brought my visibility down to zero.

As I stared into the dark passage, every primal instinct screamed at me not to go. Danger! Turn around! Get out of the water! The narrow tunnel, lined with tangled weeds, looked virtually impenetrable. Three days earlier, while searching for crocs, Damon, Didier, and Roger had gotten hopelessly lost in one of these maze-like passageways. They had to wait for the river current to clear the sediment before they could find their way back out.

But despite my fear, I had to follow. This was our chance, the reason we were here. So I started to swim forward, following the divers into the tunnel toward the crocodile’s underwater den.

The tunnel was about five feet wide—the width of a hippo—and about seventy-five feet long. It was utterly dark; a croc could have been right next to me and I wouldn’t have known. Some part of my mind expected to be seized by giant teeth, and for a second I imagined what it would feel like to be caught in those jaws and held underwater.

I pushed these thoughts out of my mind and swam deeper into the tunnel, wondering what awaited me.

A Faint Heartbeat

For much of my life I searched for wildness outside of myself.

As a documentary filmmaker, I made it my mission to seek out the greatest naturalists alive. I met skilled trackers who could read animal behavior in ways that seemed fantastical. I learned about community-based healing practices that gave people a rich, multidimensional view of living and dying. And I was introduced to ancient wisdom about reciprocity that seemed crucial for navigating the future of our species.

During that time I also felt a deep sadness, a yearning. I could not put my finger on the source, but it sometimes seemed as if the more illuminating the subjects of my films, the more my heart ached.

The yearning was more acute around people who knew nature intimately, especially the San trackers of the Kalahari, whom I met when filming a documentary called The Great Dance. I was behind the camera, always a watcher, an outsider, while they were in intimate communication with wildness.

I needed to find my own way there, but I was lost—and I sensed I was not alone. All around me I saw people suffering from their disconnection from nature. I sensed intuitively that living in harmony with the wild is humanity’s natural state, the state where we are at peace, where we feel most present and alive, and yet so much of the modern world seems designed to cut our species off from the nourishment that nature has provided for all of our existence.

It felt as if there was something inside of me trying to escape—a wild animal within who could not find its way out. I could feel its faint heartbeat, but I didn’t know how to track it or how to free it from its cage.

Awareness came when I was filming Xhloase Xhhokne, a master bowhunter who lived in the arid, thinly populated Central Kalahari of Botswana. I was following him, trying to move with just a tiny bit of his grace. I looked down at my soft hands holding my camera, and then I looked at his hands. His palms were covered with half a centimeter of hard callus, from making bows, from working rawhide, from sustained work in nature.

I had been following Xhloase all day as he searched for food for his family. Midsummer was a difficult time for hunting—temperatures were well over 100 degrees Fahrenheit even at dusk, and there wasn’t much big game in the area. Xhloase eventually picked up porcupine tracks and was able to spear one of the creatures just before it went down into its burrow. After the kill, he ate the liver—the hunter’s portion—much-needed energy after walking so far. Then he began removing the quills so he could carry the meat home.

Xhloase showed me the hollow tubes of the tail quills that form the animal’s rattle.

“Look at the tail rattle,” he said to me through his translator, Xamaha. “This one shakes when he is feeling danger, trrrrrrrrrrrrr.”

As he plucked the quills from the animal, the needle-sharp points were sticking into his flesh, but he didn’t feel anything because his callus was so thick. His face beamed as he pulled the quills out, and he laughed, not because anything was funny, but because there was a joy inside him.

I’ll never forget his laughter, the smile that appeared like the sun on his face, and his strong calloused hands.

I’d spent too much time indoors editing film for up to sixteen hours a day. My hands were soft, my heart was fragile, my smile was fading, and that wild creature was cowering deep inside, with hardly any light to guide its way out. This tameness felt like a kind of death to me—a dishonoring of those who had come before, a dishonoring of my wild heritage.

A denial of my amphibious soul.

An Endangered Species

The word “amphibious” means to live a double life, part on land, part in water, but the word is also fresh with wildness and vulnerability. Amphibians—like the Cape river frog who once took up residence in the pond behind my home—are the most vulnerable class of all creatures on Earth because their skin is permeable and so any form of pollution or toxicity puts them in jeopardy.

Our planet, and all its inhabitants, faces many threats today. Our amphibious soul is not separate from Earth and is under just as great a threat. We humans are permeable too, in our own way. The sufferings of nature seep into our beings, affecting our health, our souls, our psyches. We are all in danger of losing what’s left of our wild hearts.

But what is wildness, really? And how can a human being connect to their own wild nature? What would that look like?

Imagine for a moment that you are a human living just a few thousand years ago. Every single thing you eat or drink is completely pure, nothing processed or tainted by toxins. The blood flowing from your stomach to your brain is pure and clean. You’ve never heard electronic noise or experienced being indoors. The ever-present sounds and smells of the wild—woodsmoke, rain, birdsong—are all you know. When you get sick, you have access to healing practices using wild herbs and medicinal plants.

You are a lifelong tracker, a hunter. Born and raised in a small family group, you are familiar with thousands of wild animals, plants, and trees, and you know every river, bay, and valley of your birthplace intimately. Your whole being is alive and primed, ready and sparking. All of your senses are locked into the wild, and your consciousness and your cognition are firing at their highest levels.

That’s a far cry from the distorted view some people may have of our Stone Age past: grunting and hunting prehistoric beasts.

I wanted desperately to tap into this deep intelligence that lives in communion within nature, not at odds with it. But I wasn’t looking to leave the present behind and return to the past—rather, I wanted to understand what wildness could look like in this moment in history. I wanted to explore how an embrace of our wild nature might help humanity solve the greatest challenges we face today.

Driven by this deep yearning, I began to take my first small steps toward wildness. I continued to seek out ever more physically demanding and dangerous experiences, like diving with giant tiger sharks and great whites off the coast of South Africa. I’d often wake in the middle of the night after these dives in a kind of altered state, as if my soul had left my body to go back and swim with the sharks. In a kind of twinned consciousness, I’d lie in bed staring up at the dark ceiling while at the same time I was moving through the water, feeling kelp fronds brush against my body, watching the great fish glide by.

But the longing remained.

I wanted out of the cage.

So when Roger approached me with this completely mad idea to dive with crocodiles, I didn’t think twice.

Under the Skin of Wild Nature

After what felt like an eternity in that papyrus channel, but was only two or three minutes, I saw a glow ahead and realized it must be the divers’ camera lights. As I approached, the channel flared into a cavernous chamber and the visibility went from murky to crystal clear.

Damon, Roger, and Didier were suspended in the middle of the crystalline water while the crocodile rested on the bottom. I took a spot opposite Roger to film. The lair was dark, with fronds of algae wafting in the current and filigrees of light trying to penetrate the thick mass of tangled roots that formed the ceiling of the underwater cave.

Clad in black wetsuits and goggles, bristling with camera gear, we looked like visitors from an alien world as we hovered around the prehistoric beast. The hiss of our regulators and the bubbles streaming around our faces made us look even more alien, likely making the crocodile wary of us. Perhaps that accounted for his lack of aggression; he seemed almost to submit to our scrutiny, allowing us to circle slowly, the camera taking in his imposing stone face, the prehistoric ridges on his back, the intricate spotted scales.

Spellbound in the presence of this enigmatic creature, everything else fell away. I didn’t feel the cold. I didn’t notice the minutes ticking by on my dive computer. I could see the dragon’s horns in great detail, his conical teeth, phosphorescent in the camera lights, clamped in the species’ signature grin. Perhaps he was as curious about us as we were about him because, even as we moved closer to film his head, he did not register the slightest bit of agitation. I felt my fear subside a bit, though I did not let myself forget what this predator was capable of.

With our lights illuminating his long body, the huge croc glowed golden. He stayed dead still, watching us, tolerating our presence in his sanctuary. The scene felt hyperreal and hard to fully comprehend. Was I actually there or had I dreamed this entire episode?

He allowed us to remain for a long stretch of time, filming, inscribing wild images against a backdrop of paper reeds on whose pith was written the most ancient texts in history. Eventually, we slowly turned and carefully made our way back out.

“That was one of the great moments of my life,” Didier said afterward. It seemed like the wildest thing a person could do—seek out the most dangerous animal on the planet and follow it into its most secret and cloistered place.

Yet even with my heart still racing as we made our way to the surface and climbed back into the safety of the boat, I knew I had not gotten under the skin of wild nature. There was too much distance between the crocodile’s mind and my own. I still felt like an observer of wildness—a spectator, a tourist—but I did not, myself, feel wild.

If swimming with the world’s most deadly apex predator could not put me in touch with my own wildness, was it even possible?

A Wild Homecoming

Eventually, the wild being within found a way to tell me what I was searching for. It whispered that I would not find my true nature so far from home. It warned me to dispel the old notion that I needed to put myself in great physical danger to know wildness. After all, if danger was enough, then surely swimming with crocodiles and following master hunters on the great tracking hunt would have done it.

I sensed that a different kind of journey was necessary—one that would require me to travel to strange places within, not without. And after twenty-five years on the road, I felt the strong call not to seek out some more extreme location but rather to return to the place where I first encountered wildness: the Great African Seaforest.

A Deep Memory of Abundance

My childhood was spent walking up and down the shore of the Cape of Good Hope and diving into the underwater kingdom of its Seaforest. I glimpsed something in the place where that silver water touched the dry rocks and made them sparkle. It made me sparkle too, perhaps from some deep memory of abundance. It was the last place I felt complete.

One bright afternoon many years after my family had moved away, I returned to the place where my childhood home once stood, invited by the new owner, who also had a love for the ocean.

My old home, the bungalow by the sea with its little porthole for a window that made it feel more like a ship than a house, had been completely demolished by previous owners and replaced with a beautiful wooden home built a little higher on a foundation. A natural stone seawall now absorbed the impact of the giant Atlantic waves that had threatened the house so often in my day. The new owners had changed the home entirely, yet its spirit was still palpable due to their love for this unique spot, this home that lay in the mouth of the great ocean.

While I sipped my tea, standing where my room used to be, I looked out at the same coast I had fallen in love with fifty-three years earlier, with its verdant kelp forest and granite rocks. As a child, I had named each rock—Crack Rock, Big Rock, Crab Rock, Cradle Rock. I looked at each rock and realized they had not changed in any appreciable way in half a century.

As for myself, the changes were undeniable. I was no longer the wild youth who used to comb the beach for treasures. But as I looked out at the place where I was from, the horizon hummed and shimmered, and for a second, I flew across time and felt what it was to be whole again.





Chapter One

Inheritance

I WAS BORN AND RAISED IN THE LAP OF THE SEA.

The tip of Africa, the Cape of Good Hope, is the heartbeat of the world, the coast where humans have had one of the longest relationships with the ocean, perhaps 200,000 years. Africa is the birthplace of us all, and this wild shore is where some of our earliest ancestors first walked. This place is not just my physical home but possibly the ancestral home of every human who has ever lived.

It is also the Cape of Storms, home of giant rogue waves. My earliest memory is of sitting in the bath as a tiny child with my brother, Damon, as a huge wave hit the bathroom door and smashed it open, filling the room with seawater to the level of the bath. I remember the seawater was freezing in contrast to the warm bathwater, and swirling with thousands of white bubbles.

But I made the sea’s acquaintance long before the waves came searching for me inside our little home. When my mom was pregnant, she would dive in the cold Atlantic kelp forest without a wetsuit up until the day before I was born. Then, as now, the Seaforest was filled with the magical sound of cracker shrimps. I am still excited each day when I put my head underwater, to hear the clicking of thousands of shrimps snapping their claws, firing bullets made of air.

On the day I came home from the hospital where I was born in Cape Town, my dad placed me in the freezing ocean. Of course, I screamed, but this ritual was part of our family life. Our wooden bungalow was built below the high-water mark, and storm surges used to rush around the house. The house was clad in a kind of waterproof hardboard, but the force of the rain and wind was strong, and my parents had to attach thick wooden boards to the house before storms, to stop the windows from being broken by flying rocks and powerful waves.

I would watch them, Mom in a pair of blue jeans, her long blond hair in a ponytail, Dad shirtless in a pair of tattered rugby shorts, with his preferred brand of cigarette, a Texan Toasted Plain, dangling from his lips.

But the things we build with our human hands are rarely strong enough to withstand the energy of water.

Isopod Intuition

We always knew when the storms were coming, because the isopods told us through their mass migration to higher ground. Thousands of these crustaceans would emerge from the rocky shoreline and crawl into our garden, and sometimes into the house.

“It’s going to be a big one,” my dad would say. “I hope the sea lice don’t block the drain again.”

Scientists still cannot determine how isopods know a storm is coming before the barometer begins to drop. In recent years I’ve come to learn as much as I can about these creatures’ inner lives, their mating rituals, and their birthing processes. I have come to love them, though much about their wild intelligence remains a mystery.

I sometimes wonder if we have our own version of that wild wisdom; we’ve just become too tame to notice it. For 300,000 years of human history, we lived in accord with nature, as free as any other animal. We were nomadic, roaming the land in search of food and water, living in small bands, each member interdependent upon the others. It’s only in the past 10,000 years or so that we have become domesticated, spending most of our lives indoors, separated from one another and from the rhythms of nature. It’s traumatic: we’ve lost our ancestral link, our connection to animals, our inborn ability to track—all of those things that keep us healthy in body and mind and spirit.

Yet that wild intuition is still deeply buried inside of us, trying to get our attention, telling us to move to higher ground when the storms are coming.

The Flood

My family always thought that the sea might take our house, but the stream running under the road did more damage than a wave ever would.

One night, I awoke to find my father and mother at my side. It was still dark and I could hear a harsh wind howling, and rain thrashing against the windows.

“Come, Craig,” Mom said. “We have to go.”

I looked up at them, still half asleep, unsure of what was happening. Night was a frightening time for me. I didn’t like the darkness, and would often sneak out of my bed and into my parents’ room when the fear took hold. I was a sensitive child with a wild imagination, and many nights I had the feeling I was not alone in the room. I could feel, and sometimes even see, the presence of shadowy beings moving through the darkness, and when my parents would send me back to my room, I would pull the covers over my head until sleep came. It’s not that my parents were cruel; they just didn’t understand my fear.

My father seemed invincible to me, and his calming presence that stormy night told me I didn’t need to be afraid. Still, I knew something was wrong, and when I looked down I saw what the problem was. The water had gotten in again, and the floor had been transformed into a rushing watercourse.

With my parents on either side of me, my father holding my hand, I stepped into the cold river as my father scooped Damon up with his other arm. The water was already deep, running through the house, cascading down the staircase like a waterfall. As we made our way up the stairs that led out the front door, the water spilled over my feet and I shivered from the cold.

When we got to the road, we saw our old Triumph floating in the current.

I was too young to fully make sense of what was happening, but through the sheets of rain we could see the source of the flood: an empty forty-gallon oil drum had drifted down from the road and plugged the drainage culvert as tightly as a cork in a bottle. And more water had backed up behind the debris-clogged fence that ran along the shoulder of the road.

My dad didn’t hesitate. He rushed out into the flooded street and started working on the fence with a pair of heavy-duty wire cutters. It was dangerous work, racing against the rising water to give it an outlet. As soon as he cut through the fence, much of the floodwater drained away. If he hadn’t, I think it would have carried our house off.

By the time the storm subsided, the house remained, but it was completely filled with silt, waist-deep up the walls. It took four months to clean the house out and replace all the floors and ceilings. The flood had been so powerful that huge curbstones, heavy stones even my father could hardly pick up, were washed a hundred yards out to sea. When we were diving a month later, we spotted them, looking out of place on the seafloor.

My mom has an amazing memory from the flood of my blue rocking horse being taken out to sea. It must have been visible because of the crude floodlight on the house that used to illuminate the water. I imagine her pausing briefly to take in the surreal vision, a riderless blue wooden horse bobbing in the floodwater under stormy skies.

Treasures

From the age of three, I learned to swim and dive—a burgeoning tracker obsessed with animal life in the rock pools. Every day I’d visit the pools at low tide, excited by the lobsters, crabs, and fish I saw.

In those days, kids were left to roam much of the time, and I loved this freedom in nature, sometimes alone, and often with Damon, who was three years younger. Our grandparents listened with great attention to stories of our adventures in the rock pools and along the shore. This deep care my gran Marjorie and my great-grandmother Gaggie had for us and our childish tales was a powerful catalyst in forging my love story with the ocean that began so young.

“Now tell me everything, Craig,” Gaggie would say. “From when you saw the huge crab to when you couldn’t get back to shore.” In the warmth of her attention, my stories caught fire and flowed with meaning. Fire and water flow differently, but both flicker, and it was that play of dancing light that got me going.

My gran was something of a wild woman herself, a great explorer. She used to go on safaris and come back with incredible stories of being charged by elephants and hippos, and she always brought back a handful of treasures for me to hide away in one of my secret spots. She used to collect semiprecious stones she found in the bush. I still have two that she gave me: an electric-green malachite and a chunk of golden-brown tiger’s-eye. The stones feel warm to the touch and always remind me of the glow of Gran’s attention.

I remember sitting in our home and staring at the sea for hours, enchanted by its moods and mysteries. On the shore, I found many treasures: wooden carved heads, seal teeth, old steel hooks with Chinese characters carved on the wooden handles. Once, a glass bottle full of letters and foreign currency washed up. A message in the bottle asked us to mail the letters, which we did. The money was for the stamps. It was a miracle the bottle hadn’t shattered on the rocky shore.

Calling for Help

When Dad would dive into the water, I’d follow him, amazed at how long he could hold his breath, how deep he could venture, how long he could endure the cold. Neoprene wetsuits had been invented in the early 1950s but it would take some time for them to gain worldwide popularity, so for years my dad wore two rugby jerseys in the water instead.

He was gifted with immense physical strength and was a talented athlete, and he seemed to me a superhero, like nothing could touch him. He was a printer by trade, working from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. and often weekends, but his passions were the ocean and hiking big mountains.

My mom was a graphic artist and a homemaker. A kindhearted soul, she was always thinking about how to help others, while often neglecting herself. She came from a family of ocean and beach people—more swimmers than divers. Both my parents knew the sea intimately. While they had little understanding of marine biology, they knew the local species well from encountering them during thousands of dives and swims.

The sea was often treacherous, and my father saved many people who were dragged out by rip currents. Our coast is full of crosses marking the deaths of countless fishermen washed off the rocks by the sea. Dad would swim out calmly and bring people back to shore.

I can remember very clearly the day he saved a man who had been picnicking in the little cove near our house. He had fallen into the sea while walking on the slippery rocks and couldn’t swim. In seconds, my father had broken into a strong stroke. I watched his head disappear as he dove under to rescue the man, who had already slipped beneath the waves. Dad pulled him up, brought him back to shore, held him upside down, and pumped his chest, sending all the water rushing out of his body. I watched as the man coughed and came back to life.

On many occasions it was me my father needed to save. I couldn’t get enough of the water and would often stay out on the rocks long after the tide came in. It wasn’t safe when the sea was rough, and I had to be rescued a few times. I remember sitting on the rocks, fierce currents moving like liquid serpents around me, and calling for help. I remember Dad moving fast and steady through the crashing waves, scooping me up in one arm and bringing me safely back to shore.

Sacrifice

My young life was a series of wild adventures, and so it was a terrible shock when the day came to attend school. I was painfully shy and for a full year hardly spoke a word. I just wanted to be back in the enchanted tidal and kelp forest kingdom. I couldn’t wait to get home each day so I could dive into the water and explore the rocky shore. Every day was different, there was always something interesting washing up, and I never knew which animals I’d see. I found school dreadfully boring and predictable in comparison.

Some days when I got home, I’d climb the giant milkwood tree that leaned over our bungalow and eclipsed it in size. I’d tiptoe around the venomous tree snakes called boomslangs that lived in its twisting branches, and bring the artifacts I collected from the ocean and shore—my stones, bones, and shells—and hide them in the tree’s nooks and crannies.

Then, when I was ten years old, my parents moved inland to the suburbs so we could be near my new school. Bishops, the school my father had attended, was much better for formal education and sports. It was a private school, and my parents didn’t have much money, so the idea was to rent out our bungalow to pay the tuition.

They had so little money that they couldn’t afford a moving company, so Dad and his cousin Gregory moved the entire contents of our house by themselves. They worked quickly, running from the house to the car with the furniture and the appliances as if the items weighed not much at all. With Mom helping, they emptied the entire house in a day.

It was quite a sacrifice on the part of my parents to leave this magnificent place so Damon and I could have an education, the best that they could give us. I was sad to leave my sea companions behind, though I don’t recall putting up a fight. I don’t remember my last swim out to the rocks, or climbing up the giant milkwood tree one last time to collect my treasures.

The sea was such a constant part of my life, I couldn’t imagine being without her every day, until it was too late.

Exploring the World

I met new friends at Bishops who shared my love of adventure and nature. One friend, Jeremy, lived near us in the suburbs, but his family had a vacation home a couple of hours up the east coast, at the mouth of the Breede River. We used to take a little boat from his place into the river to dive, or walk along the shore to the ocean.

On one calm day, his father steered their little motorboat to the place where the river met the sea. I remember taking a deep breath through my snorkel and kicking down a few strokes, probably to a depth of about twenty feet, when I felt the presence of something large beside me in the water.

I turned and saw, through the window of my mask, a southern giant octopus, easily as tall as a grown man. Its head was bright orange, the size of a rugby ball, and its arms spanned wider than my arms could stretch. I was quite familiar with octopuses by now—there were many by our old house and I’d been swimming with them for years. But common octopuses were smaller, and when they took hold, it was easy enough to shake their arms loose.

Not this one. At fifteen years old, I was already quite tall and a strong swimmer, yet I was no match for this animal. It grabbed my arms and pulled me deeper into the water toward its den.

I didn’t have time to be afraid. I knew I couldn’t fight it; it was too strong. And so I did the opposite. I managed to relax and let my muscles go slack. After about thirty seconds or so the octopus let me go—perhaps because I wasn’t struggling and it realized I posed no threat.

As I surfaced and swam back to the boat, I felt my arms stinging in the salt water. The octopus had dragged me past sharp rocks and gravel, scraping a layer of skin off my forearms in the process. It took about a week to recover.

Still, I couldn’t wait to get back in the water.

My friendship with Jeremy also helped inspire my love of storytelling and film. Jeremy’s father had an old VHS camera and a one-to-one VHS edit suite—a very basic setup, but it seemed revolutionary to us. Nobody had a video camera back then, and certainly nobody had an edit suite. It was probably one of the first video cameras in the country. Jeremy’s dad used it to film our rugby games. He’d edit the footage and we’d watch the playback so we could analyze our moves and become better at rugby. Rugby was almost like a religion at Bishops.

Jeremy and I were also into comedy, and like most kids, we thought the stupidest things were hilariously funny. We spent weeks making silly James Bond spoof movies and our version of Candid Camera pieces, greatly annoying the neighbors in the process, I’m sure.

There was something magical about holding that camera, learning how it worked, seeing the strange, parallel world in the black-and-white viewfinder. I remember feeling something new emerge when I was behind the camera, a kind of unchecked playfulness that helped me break out of my shyness. Filmmaking gave me a new way to observe the world and make sense of it in stories.

When I left school, it was mandatory in South Africa to do two years’ service in the military. Jeremy helped me get into the navy film-and-television unit, where we spent two years honing our filmmaking skills. I was deeply grateful not to be in combat on the border, and because I was stationed at the naval base in Simon’s Town, on the shores of False Bay, I was able to dive and swim regularly.

The great bay had a spectacular diversity of animal life. The Cape’s African penguin colony had recently arrived and was steadily growing, having abandoned their island home in search of a better food source. I saw huge pods of dolphins, great colonies of Cape fur seals, and many species of whales and sharks. This was the site of the famous Air Jaws, a series of fourteen television specials about great white sharks. Hundreds of great whites still populated False Bay at that time and it was common to see them.

After the navy, I left to explore the world outside of South Africa. I moved to London and tried to find a job in the film industry but soon ran out of money and was surviving on one meal of plain oats per day and sleeping on a friend’s floor. Right before the money ran out, I got a job as a film editor.

Though I liked the work, loved playing with sound and light, and could completely lose myself in the process of discovering the stories hidden in seemingly disparate images, I felt more disconnected from myself than ever. One day about a year and a half into the job, I glanced in the bathroom mirror and could hardly recognize the person looking back at me.

My skin looked grey, and I felt grey too, in this grey world of tall buildings that blocked out the sun and hid the horizon from view. I longed for the heat and warmth of Africa. Here in London, people hid from the rain when it fell, and so did I, though I sometimes would think of my father rushing into that storm, unafraid, and I remembered the way rainy days didn’t keep us out of the water.

No, the rain just meant we’d have the sea to ourselves.

A Tropical Paradise

I knew I needed to be living a different kind of life. With my first wife, Sara, I flew to the Caribbean. Using an old tarp and bits and pieces scavenged from the hurricane that had hit a few years earlier, I built a rain trap and a safe, protected camp in a remote part of the British Virgin Islands. We lived mostly from the wild for four months, diving up to five hours every day in this tropical paradise, amongst giant tarpon fish and moray eels. We ate fish, lobsters, coconuts, and wild fruit. I fell in love with the giant land crabs that lived around our tent, and could not eat them.

When it rained for three days solid, Sara and I shared the last tiny patch of dry land with thousands of insects. We slept wet and bitten for a few days, but eventually the sun returned.

As the greyness of London washed out of me, I felt a yearning to return to South Africa. The pull was so powerful, I was compelled to leave the tropical reefs and forests and return.

It seemed the closer I got to nature, the more I felt drawn back to my deep ancestors, the ones who started us all.

A Real Job

When I finally returned to Cape Town, I was determined to make a living as an independent filmmaker, which many people thought foolish. People constantly asked how I supported myself and what my “real job” was, because filmmaking in those days was seen as a near-impossible way to sustain oneself, especially in South Africa. I had a sense of the films I wanted to make—about African culture and the continent’s rich biodiversity—but in the beginning, I took on any film job I could find, from corporate work to low-level adverts, and managed to scrape by.

After about one and a half years of doing this, a strange notion came over me. I vowed only to do work I felt passionate about
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