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chapter one

Spider in the Hole

I was just out of film school when I heard rumors that Walt Disney was gathering film material from naturalists and hobbyists to make the feature length nature movie The Living Desert.

I phoned the producer, Ben Sharpsteen, and he invited me to meet him at the studio. The upshot of this meeting was his advice to shoot some exciting nature that would fit into a desert landscape and if he saw merit in it they would buy the footage.

I took his advice and searched my experience as a naturalist to come up with a worthy subject.

All the beasts I have known have not been residents of desert islands or exotic lands. On a vacant lot in Los Angeles there live wild creatures as strange as any of forest or jungle, and in their way are even more fierce.

I drove my car up the Hollywood Freeway and pulled off at the Barham Boulevard ramp. In a few blocks I parked at the bottom of a brushy knoll between two Spanish-style homes. I climbed the hill, bent forward, carefully studying the ground, dropping to one knee now and then for a closer look.

Nearly an hour passed, and I stood near the top of the hill before I found what I was looking for. It looked like a dirt-covered nickel coin tossed away and nearly buried in the soil. Camouflaged with bits of moss, built with amazing precision, it was the hinged portal of a trap-door spider’s nest.

I bent down and slipped the tip of my pocket knife blade into the jamb of the miniature door; then I levered the hatch open. Looking into the crack, I saw the spider inside, holding tightly to the bottom of her door as she sought to keep it closed. I refer to the spider as feminine for a reason. Male trap-door spiders are smaller and even more secretive than this shy specimen, who most certainly was a female. With body and legs braced against the sides of her foot-deep hole, and with sharp fangs inserted into two holes which served as handles, she tugged at her door. The whole of the hidden nest—including door and lining—was made of a tough layer of tightly woven silk.

I was surprised that the spider could pull so strongly against the pressure of my knife. I released the door then, for I wished to return after dark and photograph the spider during the night hours when she would be actively hunting prey. Immediately, when I withdrew the blade, the door slammed shut. The lid fit the way a cork fits into the neck of a wine bottle, and so neat was the joint that I had to look closely to see the thin arc where the closed lid met the jamb.

When I returned that evening, the hills were dark against the pale moonlit sky. Piled masses of clouds, made luminous by the moon and the glow from city lights, were reflected on the slopes and foretold a coming rain. I sat on a rock near the marker I had left beside the nest, and studied the ground in the darkness. It was some time before I found the arc of the closed door.

The season was late spring, but the evening was cool. A draft of moist air moved down the canyon, chilling the ground. The noise of freeway traffic sounded from the bottom of the hill, but so absorbed was I in the confines of the small world at my feet that the city seemed far away.

I sat quietly, observing the closed door of the spider’s home with intent concentration. There was no movement, no sign of life. I watched patiently for an hour, all the time as still as the stone I sat upon. Even with her door closed I knew the spider could not be unaware of my presence. It was my hope that in time she would grow accustomed to me. But there was no sign of life from the hole beneath the door. Except for the cold wind stirring the grasses, there was no movement. A light drizzle began to fall, barely dampening the ground, then quit. I began to shiver as I sat on the chilled rock.

I thought I noticed a movement of the door. I watched it closely. It did not move again, and I believed I had been mistaken—that my imagination had tricked me in the dark. Then I saw the hatch lift, ever so slightly, just a fraction of an inch. The spider was at the port, I knew—waiting.

There was a secrecy that charged the air with tension. The spider was crouched there, waiting, her trap set, ready for the approach of prey. It was eerie. There was suspense and danger in the minute sphere of the insect world. The spider would wait like this all through the night, hidden, tensely listening for the vibrations of diminutive footfalls.

The spider must wait until a foraging insect chanced to pass within reach of her vestibule. Then she would leap out quickly and snatch it in. But she must not leave the protection of her burrow. If the spider left her hole and allowed the door to slam shut behind, she would find the portal impossibly wedged. She would be locked out of her own den. She had made the door so it could not be opened by prowlers from the outside. If it closed behind her, it would shut tightly and she would be helpless on the surface, herself a prey to the night wanderers in the world of the dark grasses. When she pounced, the spider must throw herself far out over her prey, quickly enfolding it in her hairy black arms lest it escape. But she must, at the same time, keep one foot in the door. To let it close behind would mean her death.

From the grass a foot from the hole I saw a slight movement. A gray-backed insect the size of an aspirin tablet—a sowbug—moving erratically across the ground, searching here, turning away, bumping into a twig, turning back, stumbling closer toward the hidden trap of the spider. It was a scene like one from a film of suspense and mystery: I, the audience, aware of the terrible danger, unable to help; the victim shuffling ahead, finally turning away at the last minute—ah, it is saved—then blundering back, moving on into the path of shocking death.

The sowbug crawled inevitably toward the trap. I saw the door quiver as the spider, invisible beneath, moved slightly in anticipation. A narrow dark line appeared as the door was eased on its hinge. From her place beneath the ground the spider could not see the sowbug on the surface—and yet she was aware of its approach. She had felt the minute vibrations of the insect’s steps. The sound or vibrations of tiny footfalls was transmitted through the soil.

The sowbug continued its slow and erratic approach. The door moved, opening slightly wider. The spider was impatient. She was tense. I stared into the black gap beneath the door, and I could see something shining clearly in the darkness of the crack. It was a reflection of the moon on the spider’s unblinking eye.

There was uncanny suspense as I watched the sowbug blunder toward the waiting death. The bug assumed a personality in my mind. It was like a tragic moment in a play, the sowbug bumbling along inevitably toward its end.

Closer came the sowbug. I had empathy for the ungainly insect, but I did not interfere.

The door dropped slightly, its edge now flush with the surrounding ground. The spider was fidgeting with anticipation as the bug’s vibrations came closer. There must be a cacophony of sound audible to the sensitive feelings of the insect world. If this spider could hear or feel vibrations from the steps of a tiny sowbug, what did she feel from the nearby step of a person? But to my ears there was a deathly silence—only the muffled sounds of another world, the city: a far-off siren, an auto horn, a train.

The bug was only an inch from the hole. The scene was compelling. I was fascinated. The bug walked unknowingly along a path that would lead it directly across the spider’s vestibule. It came on. It crossed in front of the hole. The door did not move. Surely the spider was aware of the closeness of her prey. She didn’t fidget now. The door was stock-still, like a part of the soil. The sowbug would escape.

Perhaps my presence had upset the spider. Maybe, unwittingly, I had saved the sowbug. In a way I was relieved. From the black slit there was no movement, no sign of life.

The bug was now at the outer edge of danger, a few more steps to safety. Then a black monster rose from the ground. The door flew back and, with hairy arms flailing, a hideous beast leaped from the hole, blanketing the bug with enfolding forelegs. With one continuous movement the spider rose from the earth, wrapped herself around the bug, and dropped out of sight again, back to the secret dark world beneath the ground. In less than half a second the spider had appeared, captured, and disappeared. When the earth closed behind her, the door snapped shut with a sharp hollow sound that was audible where I sat.

Even though I had been expecting it, the sudden appearance of the spider had startled me. In the moments I had been watching, I lost all contact with the world outside the inches of grassy hill slope. Now, suddenly, I felt the wind again, and I was aware that it was drizzling once more. I was chilled, and looking out over the lights of the city, I imagined myself walking down a dark street where every hidden manhole cover concealed a black hairy monster, waiting, ready to spring forth and drag its victim into the dark labyrinths of sewers beneath the earth.

Later, I dug away blocks of soil that surrounded spiders in their nests and carried the clods to my studio. Here I set them on a table in the center of the room. With a floodlight burning for weeks, day and night, I attempted to condition the spiders to taking food without the covering screen of darkness. This was necessary, as it was impossible to film motion pictures without a steady source of bright light.

I was impressed with the individual variations of personality, even among the lower animals of the world. Even spiders, who lacked completely any subtle intellectual capability or mental development, possessed, I soon discovered, vast differences in individualism.

Of the dozen spiders in my studio, several refused completely to adapt to my method of providing food. These individuals simply sealed themselves in. By spinning a net of tough web across the insides of their doors they battened down the hatches, as it were, and entombed themselves to a fate of death by slow starvation. Their imminent fates forced me to return these to the wild.

Several others ate sporadically, only enough to keep alive, never consistently so I could depend on them for a performance in front of the camera.

One of the spiders abandoned her nest, searching perhaps for greener pastures. The escapee was willing to face the unknown dangers of the outside rather than accept the strange sensation of constant daylight. I found her weeks later, dehydrated and shriveled, in a corner of the room where she had crawled and begun to weave a nest in the space between rows of stacked round film cans.

Only one adapted herself perfectly to my requirements. She became the star of my film. At my signal she would repeat before the camera the fantastic episode of wait and sudden pounce I had seen that night on the hillside.

Now, no longer content to film the spider’s easy capture of sowbug prey, I began to introduce other, more exciting adversaries. A black widow spider, I discovered, offered no contest to the trap-door lady. It was gone in the same quick flash as the magical disappearance of a sowbug. That first time when a fat black widow was snatched into the hole, I wondered if I had made a mistake. I half expected to see the door open and the black lady reappear, shrugging and dusting her hands, as it were, after trouncing my star. But the next day I found the widow’s shriveled black carcass, sucked dry by my actress, a foot from the hole where the trap-door spider had tossed it.

The trap-door spider didn’t make to the big screen, but my introduction to Walt Disney was made by this scary arachnid.

After viewing my spider film, the Disney folks asked me if I had any other ideas for the movie. I told them about the spectacular flights of millions of bats from a Texas cave and was soon on my way to Texas. This was to be my first venture into making a living by doing what I love to do—a virtual holiday with pay.
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   “Gotcha!” Spider has prey in her arms.




chapter TWO

The Living Desert

With my former film school and now business partner, Conrad Hall, we arrived at the bat cave late in the afternoon, an hour before the colony would commence its nightly exodus. It was a location that was familiar to me given my months of working on the military Project Bat Bomb during World War II.

Masses of active cumulus rumbled where they hung above a horizon of rolling Texas hills. Humidity pressed down from a sky flecked with puffs of prairie clouds. Pecan trees and clumps of scrubby oaks were reflected in the still water of a slow-moving creek below the cavern. It was the time of day when briefly, just before sunset, the songs of frogs and cicadas blend into a wild cacophony of shrill screeches and deep chirps. From a hillside above the silent cave a wild turkey gobbled. Soon it would be taking its perch for the night.

Above our camp the orifice of the cave stood black and open. It was quiet here, and the voices of the small animals along the watercourse were muted by distance and the dark mat of trees.

It was yet an hour before true dark. Nothing moved at the mouth of the cave. A red-tailed hawk soared purposefully along the hillside and landed on a dead snag. It perched and shuffled its feathers, seeming to be dozing—waiting, as I was. Another bird of prey, a peregrine falcon, came on swifter wings. It hung in the sky above the cave like a kite on a string, expectant, and waiting. Shafts of sunlight searched through purple clouds. Flashes of summer lightning lit their billowing rims. The cavern mouth lay gaping, black and silent.

From somewhere I heard a sound, barely audible at first, an awareness from the edge of consciousness then gone. It returned vaguely, a whisper, a murmur, a rustling like wind rising through dry leaves. It came from beneath the earth, swelling, mysterious, the flutter of restless wings, the awakening of the bats.

From the blackness of the open mouth a winged thing flitted quickly and darted back. Another flickered out and retreated. They were the advance guard, individualists whirling from the mob that churned within the cave, darting away as if to taste the outside air, reluctant to leave the dank subterranean labyrinths of the earth. Like a wisp of smoke hurrying from a kindled fire, a tendril of fluttering bats swept out and curled back. It was quiet again. The colony had returned to the depths. Then a seething cloud swarmed out into the evening air; it boiled at the threshold, and swept back as if sucked by a massive inhaled breath into the gaping black mouth. Several times the vanguard hovered at the point of emergence, like a delicately balanced saucer ready to spill. At each false start the sound rose in a crescendo of fluttering wings and high-pitched voices.

Then suddenly, like a gush of primordial lava erupting from a fissure in the earth, the bats poured forth. The sound became intense as millions of leathery wings beat the air. They flowed from the cave in a compact stream, like a heavy snake crawling from a deep burrow and slithering across the sky—a python, twisting, its flicking tongue the erratic maneuvers of the leaders. A mile away the stream broke into seething clusters; the clusters swarmed away to dissolve further as each bat broke off to seek its midnight repast of mosquitos and other flying insects.


   [image: Image]
   It can take hours for millions of bats to exit from their daily roosts in caves.



The hawks went to work. The red-tail launched itself indifferently and circled above the stream. It folded its wings and dropped, braking as it dove through the mass of bats, talons open, closing at random on the first victim they touched. The duck hawk came faster, apparently unable to resist the power of its wings. It flashed through the stream of bats and soared away to devour its easy catch. As darkness came and the hawks were satisfied, they disappeared to their roosts, and their place was taken by a great horned owl who made the mid-air captures appear even easier. The owl simply flew from perch to perch across the mouth of the cave, easily plucking a bat from the emerging stream as it passed.

For three hours the bats emerged from the cave. It was a river of bats, a huge artesian spring gushing from the earth, its source unseen and apparently inexhaustible. It made an interesting basis for comparison, I thought. It has always been difficult for me to grasp an appreciation of numbers. I can understand the value of a million dollars in the things it can buy, but how does one comprehend the volume of a million actual dollars?

It is a stream of bats. Each leathery bat’s wing like a worn one-dollar bill, carried by the wind, swirling from a vault; a stream twenty feet in diameter, a fast-moving river of bank notes that runs without slackening for three continuous hours.

We filmed the bat flights of several evenings. Each time I was fascinated by the spectacle, and my feeling of awe at the weird emergence never faded. Then I determined to photograph the animals in their daytime domain deep within the earth. At night when the bats had left the cavern, we entered the silent galleries. The chambers were now deserted except for the crawling vermin that occupied the floor, the carrion-eating beetles and larvae that devoured the carcasses of fallen bats, and tiny mites that swarmed unseen over the deep carpet of ammonia-laden guano and surged up into our clothes. Our feet sank to the ankles as we walked. Beneath us, deposits of acrid-smelling guano were many feet deep.
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   At noon we re-entered the cave. Overhead, covering the walls and ceiling, bats hung in a writhing mass.



We began in daylight when the night-flying bats occupied the cavern. As we entered the cave the boulder-strewn floor was blanketed by guano, varied in thickness from a few inches to several feet and in consistency from muddy to dusty. The guano presented dangers of slipping in some areas and of floor collapse in others where the guano had bridged over holes in the floor.

Among the bats, massive areas of sloping walls and ceiling were covered with layers of tiny parasitic mites. They were sometimes so abundant that it seemed the weight of numbers would suffocate the bats. If the mites were disturbed at a point, that area seemed to boil with activity which radiated outward as a wave. Air space under the mites was subjected to a constant fine shower of their falling bodies, thus, everything in the area became infested by them.

We became contaminated with a continuous layer of these mites. The effect was a burning sensation around the edges of our eyes, as the mites were attracted by the moist conjunctiva. They also created a burning sensation in the nostrils, which seemed another preferred site, although ear cavities and the mouth edges were also invaded.

When Conrad sank in a soft place and realized he was bogged-down knee-deep in guano that was teeming with creepy-crawlies his reaction was understandable to me, who had previously suffered the same inconvenience on a daily basis during the war-time Bat Bomb project.

Conrad moaned and groaned and cursed, slapped, brushed his way, and followed me deeper into the cavern.

It was pitch-dark, of course, but with lanterns we selected the area of ceiling where the bats could best be photographed at their daytime roosts. Outside the cave we dragged two gasoline-powered electric generators. Then, working again at night when the bats were gone, we ran down wires from the generators deep into the cave where we wished to film. We set up a dozen powerful photoflood lights on stands, and placed our cameras, loaded, set, ready to shoot, on their tripods, and covered with plastic bags Then we withdrew to await the daylight and the return of the bats.

The throb of the generators drummed softly in the cave. I arrived at my camera and removed the plastic cover. I did not know what would happen when I called for the lights and the cave was illuminated for the first time. The cavern had been in darkness for ages. Long ago the limestone had seeped away to make its chambers, a process that was ever-continuing. Never before had illumination more brilliant than an exploring lantern or flashlight played on the great stalactites.

“What’s going to happen when the lights come on?” Conrad asked.

“Search me,” I said. “But you can bet it’ll be interesting.”

I checked my camera with a shielded flashlight. “Are you ready?”

My voice seemed muffled and strange in the overpowering darkness. “Okay, light ‘em up!” I called to an assistant. Somewhere in the darkness I heard the metallic click of switches.

Even though I expected it, the blinding light came as a shock. Immediately I pressed the switch of my camera. For a moment the bats seemed to freeze. For seconds there was no movement. Then each bat of the millions awoke. Simultaneously they came alive, squirming, crawling over and under each other. The ceiling began to surge like waves rising on a placid lake. It was like looking into a beehive at swarming time. A few bats dropped away from the mass, falling through space toward me, then catching themselves and fluttering away. The light playing on their membranous wings made an eerie effect. The storm waves of crawling bats became a tempest. For half a minute we filmed. I knew the footage was good the moment the lights came on. Then I felt a wet droplet strike my upturned forehead. Another splashed on my chin. And another. In the glare of the lights the droplets sparkled like glittering jewels as they fell. They came faster. The occasional drops turned into a steady drizzle, changed to rain, burst into a downpour, erupted into a cloudburst!

Each bat, every individual of the millions, had come awake at the same time. Each bat, now awake, at the same moment felt the need to urinate. Until a few seconds ago the colony had been asleep. It was only to be expected that now, suddenly roused from slumber, they must answer nature’s call; millions of bats above my head must simultaneously empty millions of turgid bladders.

I stood in the deluge and attempted to film. In seconds my lenses were engulfed and useless. On the floor of the cave the photoflood lamps, exposed bulbs pointing upward, began to radiate heat from the energy of making light. The downpour sizzled on the hot bare bulbs. Beside me there was an explosion. It startled me, but I knew at once its cause. Another report sounded from across the cave. One by one, the lights were bursting, detonating with sharp reports as the rain came down on the hot thin vacuum tubes. They went off more rapidly now, reaching a final climax of popping before they left us in the terrible absolute of total darkness.

I felt the peak of the flood begin to slacken. Then a new surge sprinkled down, growing in intensity as it had done before. This time the rain was different. Now solid objects were pattering off my head and shoulders. I knew, even though I couldn’t see them, that they were like small dark grains of rice; the rain had changed to hail!

The bats came off the ceiling now. I could hear the close flutter of millions of leathery wings, feel them striking my body as they whirled through space. Pressed by the mass of their brothers, the bats flitted across my cheek and bounced off my back and shoulders. The meager glow of my flashlight was lost in the absorbing blackness beyond the stalactites. The bats circled the huge vaulted chamber, a dense cloud, a condensed turbulent mass of life—like a huge school of swarming fish caught in a net. Around and around they flew, gaining in momentum and volume as more came off the ceiling. Out of cracks and holes came a million more that had been unseen; their high-pitched voices sounded in a clamor above the beating of their wings. They choked the room, a swirling whirlpool of bats. And we were caught in the vortex, soaked by urine, pockets bulging with defecation, hair crawling with biting mites. Thus were we driven from beneath the earth, running like blind moles in a sewer, infested with vermin, filthy, groping through the darkness toward the spot of sunlight dim with swirling clouds of bats.

But in the moments before the lights exploded, before the cloudburst struck, our cameras had captured a fantastic scene, the eerie spectacle of millions of bats awakening beneath the earth—the prologue to the excitement of the bat flight.

We stumbled out of the cave and ran down the hillside to plunge into the creek. We ripped off our clothing and rubbed away the minute biting and crawling things, laughing at our own distress.

I was happy; yes, I was delighted. My first assignment as a wildlife motion picture photographer was a whooping success.


chapter three

Galápagos

Here I was, a neophyte, having completed my first Disney assignment successfully. Now I was in South Carolina on a job shooting a dramatic feature film called, Edge of Fury, and it lived up to its name while in production. But it was good to me by introducing me to starlet Jean Allison who now, 45 years later, shares my home life.
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   Actress Jean Allison did not accept roles as a returning character in a TV series.



As a guest artist, Jean chose parts offering a variety of characterizations, thus she could become a victim today and a murderer tomorrow. After a few years and many roles, Jean quit a successful career and found total joy becoming a mother to three children.

Toward the end of our Edge of Fury shoot the phone rang in my motel room. The caller was a Disney Studios production manager Erwin Verity. How he found me was anyone’s guess. But Erwin’s detective methods interested me less than what he had to say. He asked me if I was interested in an assignment to shoot film in the Galápagos Islands.

The little I knew about these desolate specks of land in the far Pacific was that they epitomized one of man’s oldest dreams, a world where humans and animals lived side by side without fear or animosity. This idyllic relationship is the subject of myths and legends the world over, but the wild animals we usually know have been shot and trapped, and are shy and afraid, forever hiding from human eyes. There has never been a native human culture occupying the remote Galápagos. No tribe of primitive aborigines ever taught the island’s many species the fear of being prey, and the population of colonizing humans in the archipelago was small and localized. The animals had yet to learn the ways of man.

In 1952 the Galápagos Islands were one of the most remote and unvisited places on earth, and there was only one way to get thereaboard your own boat. Verity knew about my experience as a seaman, and that I owned a salty schooner—the Kuuipo. (“Sweetheart” in Hawaiian). That’s what put the buzz in his ear.

Visiting yachtsmen and ship’s crews on natural history expeditions had shot film in the Galápagos before. But what they’d brought back was of home movie quality. We were to be the first professional filmmakers to photograph Galápagos wildlife.

A long cruise into those wild waters would be the adventure of a lifetime. Although Conrad had recently been married, he didn’t hesitate to join me. Six months away from his new wife, (it turned out to be closer to a year) was the price one had to pay to be in our chosen profession. I decided against Verity’s plan of sailing my schooner to the islands. Skippering a yacht in strange waters is a full-time job. Managing the Kuuipo in the islands would take my time away from filming. The idea of playing this dual role was not feasible. I arranged shipping the 28 foot Highlander, which was easily stowed on the deck of a freighter, to Panama.

When I got the job with its prospect of sailing across miles of empty ocean, I enrolled in a class in celestial navigation to enable finding our exact whereabouts by observing the sun and starsmy navigating skills heretofore had consisted of piloting by running time, landmarks, and compass bearings. I knew the old sailor’s ditty: You can’t get lost in the Pacific. Just sail due East or due West until a large continent heaves into sight. But that axiom was a bit far-fetched even for us.

 Conrad and I flew to the Highlander and her skipper, Doug Macintyre, in Panama and helped to re-step the masts and stow provisions. Doug had built his boat with his own hands and managed her ably. As salty as they come, Doug knew everything about the sea except how to swim in it. With three aboard, photo gear, and provisions for four months, the waterline was deep below the blue boot-top stripe as we began our voyage from Panama.

With a World War II surplus plastic lifeboat sextant and a book full of numbers, we sailed with a shrug into the west. I knew that by taking a look through the sextant at the precise time when the sun was at its highestdead noonand noting the
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