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Foreword

			An open mind is central to science.

			We humans are a curious species, constantly seeking to understand ourselves, our surroundings and the other species with whom we share our world. We look, listen and sense Nature in other ways, then construct hypotheses to explain what we see, constantly testing these budding theories against new observations. And by the end of the second decade of the twenty-first century, with satellite images of every corner of every continent and after centuries of expeditions and exploration, we think we know our world pretty well. 

			Nevertheless, every year new discoveries are made and pushing back the frontiers of science is something every scientist hopes to do... 

			And yet, if you are fortunate enough to witness something truly extraordinary, the scientific establishment can become hostile. If you push those frontiers too far, it can bring controversy and ridicule. Thus, it is impressive when a renowned field researcher writes a book like Beyond the Secret Elephants – following in the erudite footsteps of the late Lyall Watson (who we learn was a friend of the author) by exploring beyond the fringe of fringe science. Cryptozoology, palaeoanthropology, dowsing, self-medicating elephants, glimpses of the incredible – this is a fluently written account of a journey between research that is published in peer-reviewed journals and sightings of something that most would keep quiet about for fear of ridicule. 

			While studying the relict population of elephants in South Africa’s Knysna Forest, using every technique available from old fashioned tracking to DNA analysis, Gareth Patterson became aware of an even more extraordinary species in those same rugged forests – the Otang – a hairy bipedal human-like being, not yet recognised by science. 

			Some will scoff at the notion of relict hominids surviving in South Africa, just as they scoff at those who report seeing Yeti in the Himalayas, Sasquatch in North America or Orang Pendek in Sumatra. And yet it was only in 2017 that a new species of orangutan was described in Sumatra, the Tapanuli Orangutan, now numbering only 800 individuals in Batang Toru – a remote and until recently inaccessible forest. If, as well as a remote habitat, we postulate a hairy hominid with a human-like intelligence who has learned over millennia to avoid humans at all costs, perhaps it is just possible that they might elude detection except for occasional sightings – exactly the pattern that emerges in this fascinating book. 

			Not everyone will be convinced, and until someone finds a type specimen it will remain a controversial topic, but I urge you to keep an open mind and always ask – show me the evidence! 

			Ian Redmond OBE 

			Ambassador, UNEP Convention on Migratory Species

			Chairman, Ape Alliance – www.twitter.com/4apes

			Chairman, The Gorilla Organization – www.gorillas.org

			Ambassador and consultant, Virtual Ecotourism – www.vEcotourism.org

			

		

Author’s Note

			Beyond the Secret Elephants is the sequel to my 2009 book, The Secret Elephants. In The Secret Elephants I told how, although the African lion and its preservation had been the main focus of much of my adult life (with elephants being omnipresent as I attempted to protect their kind too), in 2001 circumstances steered me to undertake an independent study of a mysterious elephant population on the southern tip of Africa – the secret elephants of Knysna. 

			As you will read, back in 1999 the local forestry department described the Knysna elephants as a ‘functionally extinct population’, with only one female remaining. But, thankfully, they were wrong. My research, a combination of covering thousands of kilometres on foot, as well as undertaking two DNA censuses in conjunction with one of the world’s leading conservation geneticists Dr Lori Eggert, proved that a tiny but viable Knysna elephant population exists.1 The research showed that, without the aid of humankind, the Knysna elephants – although still a highly endangered and vulnerable population – were holding their own. 

			Much of the range of the free-roaming Knysna elephants was transferred from the forestry department to the custodianship of South African National Parks (SANParks) in 2005 with the creation of the Garden Route National Park. Fourteen years later in February 2019, as I was planning to write this book, SANParks Knysna incredibly announced with much media fanfare that the Knysna elephants were a ‘functionally extinct population’ with only one female remaining. Thankfully, this assumption was once again inaccurate. The elephants exist quietly, hidden in secret places in their enormous range of hundreds of square kilometres of dense forest and mountain fynbos. 

			If truth be told, because of their elusiveness and the nature of their habitat, no one knows the actual number of the elephants. To establish this would be an almost impossible task – and so the mystery of the Knysna elephant endures. 

			Beyond the Secret Elephants tells for the very first time the full story of my almost two-decade investigation not only into the Knysna elephants but also of my startling discovery of a much more mysterious being than the elephants – a relict hominoid known by the indigenous forest people as the ‘Otang’. 

			Although I knew about the otang from the local people – and early on in the elephant study, I had a sighting myself – I mentioned them only very briefly in The Secret Elephants, focusing instead on the rediscovery of the Knysna elephants and their continued survival against all odds. I was reluctant to blur the elephants’ story with that of the discovery of the otang – that is, until now. 

			This book is not an attempt to prove the existence of the otang. I have nothing to prove to anyone. I have simply seen and experienced what I have, and so have many others. We cannot take away what we have seen and experienced. But should you choose to disbelieve what has been seen, that is entirely your prerogative. 

			In this book I not infrequently use the term ‘relict hominoid’, but what exactly are relict hominoids? 

			The term was probably first coined by Russian historian, philosopher and hominoid researcher Boris Porshnev, author of the book The Present State of the Question of Relict Hominoids (Moscow: Viniti, 1963). 

			In recent years the term has become almost synonymous with the scientist Dr Jeff Meldrum. Professor of Anatomy and Anthropology at Idaho State University, Meldrum is the author of the landmark book about relict hominoids (endorsed by Jane Goodall), Sasquatch: Legend Meets Science (Forge Books, 2007). 

			He is also the editor of The Relict Hominoid Inquiry (RHI) which has as its objective ‘to promote research and provide a refereed venue for the dissemination of scholarly peer-reviewed papers exploring and evaluating the possible existence and nature of relict hominoid species around the world’. Meldrum has been described as one of the very few scientists who approach the subject of relict hominoids in an open-minded yet critical manner. 

			The following is Meldrum’s breakdown of the term ‘relict hominoid’:

      

			‘Relict’ is a term finding application and usage in the biological sciences. It denotes a species that has survived from an earlier period, or in a primitive form; a remnant of a formerly widespread species that persists in an isolated area. The term ‘hominoid’ in a colloquial sense means human-like, from the Latin homin – human, and the Latin oid – like, resembling; similar, but different.2

			

		

Introduction

			Now … the dark walker came gliding into shadow …

			 Beowulf

			When you have seen a bipedal, hair-covered human-like being, your life changes forever. 

			After my first sightings I developed empathy for these beings, followed by sympathy and a sense of responsibility for them. 

			It is now seventeen years since my first sighting which, initially, left me deeply shocked and confused. I had seen something that, according to science, does not exist. What was it? An ancient hominoid species that has endured into the present? 

			After the first sighting I felt deep shock for several days. I replayed the incident in my mind. I questioned myself as to whether I had actually seen it, but I always concluded that I saw what I saw. The shock made me feel numb at times. Recently, while talking about the incident to Fransje, my girlfriend at the time, she said my shock was very visible. 

			A few years ago I was guiding a group of six well-educated and successful middle-aged people on one of my Secret Elephants Forest Experiences in the same area where I had my first sighting. They had all read The Secret Elephants in which I briefly mention the local indigenous people’s knowledge of the mysterious beings. 

			We were admiring the view of a valley bordering the central Knysna forest and one of the women was peering through binoculars at an eddying pool in the river below. Suddenly she said loudly, ‘Gareth, what is that?’ and pointed down into the valley. We all looked and we all saw it. Approximately six to seven feet tall, a strange upright being walked away from the pool and disappeared among the rocks and boulders.       

			After it had gone the group turned to me and asked what they had seen. I asked them if they recalled the section in The Secret Elephants where I had mentioned the mysterious beings known to the local people. They all nodded. 

			It was then that I witnessed the effect that seeing this strange being has on people. It took us more than half an hour to reach our end destination and in that time no one uttered a word. They were all clearly in shock. When we reached our destination, our goodbyes broke the silence and then they drove away. 

			For many years after my first sighting, I researched the mysterious being and its existence in the place where I live and work, and I also investigated reports of the existence of not dissimilar beings elsewhere in the world. 

			I had other sightings, and I recorded sightings reported by indigenous people in the area; I even photographed footprints of the being. But I was in a dilemma. 

			On the one hand I felt that I should write about it. By letting what I had seen and learnt be known, hopefully these beings might be afforded protection in that their habitat would not be further encroached upon by humankind. In Bhutan, despite the fact that the existence of the yeti (known as migoi in Bhutan and strongly believed in by the local people) has not been proven, the government has had the foresight to create the Sakteng Wildlife Sanctuary specifically to protect the habitat of the migoi. 

			The second part of my dilemma – apart from risk to my reputation as an internationally known wildlife conservationist and the author of eleven books! – was that letting it be known that the being exists would attract the wrong kind of attention – people seeking them for the wrong reasons. But after thinking long and hard about this, and knowing of their elusiveness and inaccessibility, I decided to write the book.
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			1: A Strange Story

			In July 1999, at a hotel called Madiba’s Tide overlooking the shimmering Knysna lagoon in the southern Cape of South Africa, I was told a strange story. 

			I was visiting the southern Cape with my then girlfriend, Fransje, to finalise the creation of a large natural habitat sanctuary, in partnership with the International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW), for a group of lions we had rescued from South Africa’s sordid canned lion industry. In South Africa then, and sadly continuing today, captive-bred lions are raised to later be shot in fenced areas by international trophy hunters. In 1997, in conjunction with IFAW and the British investigative programme, The Cook Report, we exposed to the world the horrors of canned hunting which resulted in international condemnation of the practice. 

			With the discussions and plans for the natural habitat sanctuary completed (the lions went on to live out the rest of their lives in the comparative freedom of the magnificent one hundred hectare sanctuary), Fransje and I decided to visit the beautiful environs of the small holiday town of Knysna for a few days – and specifically to explore the Knysna forest, home of the world’s most southerly and most endangered elephants. 

			As I have mentioned, at the time of our visit in 1999 the local forestry authorities had reported that the Knysna elephants were now a ‘functionally extinct population’, claiming that only one elderly elephant remained in the expanses of the forest. They referred to this elephant as ‘The Matriarch’. 

			For the previous two decades I had been fascinated by the elusive and extraordinary Knysna elephants on the southern tip of Africa. Now, in 1999, I had an opportunity to visit the Knysna forests for the very first time. I had vague plans that perhaps sometime in the future I should come to live in this place and learn for myself what the true status was of these legendary elephants. 

			For my entire adult life I have worked for the greater protection of the African lion and lived in the dry savannah and scrub lands of the lions’ range. I knew nothing about the Afromontane forest that exists north of the town of Knysna. 

			Fransje and I were told the strange story on the morning we were about to embark into the forests for the very first time. At breakfast at Madiba’s Tide the hotel manager Juan, knowing that we were about to visit the forest, sat down at our table. 

			Juan knew of my work with lions, having read several of my books, and he knew that I had recently investigated and exposed canned lion hunting. We had chatted the previous evening at the hotel bar and had got to know him a little. Both Fransje and I liked him. 

			‘Gareth,’ he said as he sat down, ‘perhaps when the canned lion work is over, you and Fransje should move down to this beautiful place and take time off from other things to investigate what is really going on with the Knysna elephants.’ 

			It was as though Juan had read the thoughts that had been swirling around my mind. 

			‘The forestry department claims,’ he continued, ‘that there is only one lonely old female still alive, but many of us locals simply do not believe this. The forest is huge and dense. How can anyone be certain that only one elephant exists?’ 

			Juan paused and then said, ‘But if you do come down here, you must be aware that there might be a greater mystery out there than the Knysna elephants.’ 

			Intrigued, I asked Juan to expand on this. 

			He gave us a wry smile and said, ‘What I am about to tell you I would not have believed, had I not heard it myself. Recently I had a party of wealthy and well-travelled German guests staying at the hotel. A very nice group of people, very jovial, chatty and cheerful. An absolute pleasure having them stay with us at Madiba’s Tide. Like you and Fransje, one morning they planned to drive into the forest, and before they left they asked me for directions to the central forest, which I duly gave them.’ 

			Juan paused again before saying, ‘The next time I saw my German guests was later that afternoon at the hotel bar, and they were clearly subdued and strangely quiet. Sensing something was wrong, I asked them whether everything was fine and whether they had had a good time in the forest.’ 

			‘What did they say, Juan?’ asked Fransje. 

			Juan nodded at Fransje and said, ‘It was what they saw in the forest.’ 

			‘An elephant?’ Fransje ventured. 

			‘No, Fransje,’ replied Juan, ‘it was beings far more mysterious than our Knysna elephants. They had followed the route I had recommended which leads up to the Diepwalle Forest Station in the central forest.’ 

			His expression serious, Juan then said, ‘The Germans told me that as they were driving towards Diepwalle they saw three upright figures on the side of the road. At first they thought they were people, but as they got closer, they realised that they were three bipedal ape-like animals which quickly crossed the road and vanished into the forest. They were russet coloured, the Germans said, and covered in hair.’ 

			‘Baboons surely, Juan?’ I said. 

			Juan’s face remained serious. ‘That’s what I said to them, Gareth. And then they almost got angry with me for suggesting this. These were educated, well-travelled people, and they certainly knew what baboons were. I then realised that my guests were clearly in shock because of what they had seen. They had seen something that is supposed not to have existed for hundreds of thousands of years. And they were so disturbed by what they had seen that they cut short their stay here and left first thing the next morning.’ 

			‘Extraordinary,’ Fransje said, her eyes wide.

			‘Baboons,’ I thought to myself.

			Later, as we drove to the edge of the forest we came across a troop of baboons. I noticed that these Knysna baboons were quite dark and stockier than the savannah baboons I was used to. As I slowed down for us to watch the baboons, Fransje said to me, perhaps prompted by what we were watching, ‘Gareth, what did you think of Juan’s strange story about what his German guests saw here?’ 

			Looking at the baboons, I paused for a moment before answering her. 

			Then I said, ‘It certainly is a very strange story. On the one hand, as we both know, baboons will not uncommonly stand upright for short periods to get a better view of things and that must have been what the German guests saw. But ...’ 

			‘But what, Gareth?’ Fransje asked. 

			I paused again before replying. ‘Firstly, what I find strange is that, as Juan told us, the Germans were clearly in a state of shock because of what they had seen. Secondly, has Juan just fabricated or embellished the whole story? I cannot see why he would do this. He seems a genuine guy, and he knows we are not gullible tourists. The story has a hint of truth to it, but at the same time it seems totally fantastical and unbelievable.’ 

			We continued onwards into the Knysna forest. It was like no other place I had ever seen. The forest is dense and beautiful with shafts of lemon-coloured light penetrating its depths. Moving out of the forest, we entered the big sky country of the mountain fynbos in the north. We got out of the vehicle on the top of a hill and looked around us. To the south, beyond the vastness of the dark green forest, we could just make out the Indian Ocean. To the north, as far as the eye could see, were the isolated mountain fynbos expanses. 

			Knowing elephants, grey ghosts even in the relatively open bush lands that I was used to, I knew that what was lying below us could conceal any number of elephants. 

			‘There could be others out there,’ I thought to myself. 

			And two years later, in May 2001, when Fransje and I returned to Knysna and I embarked on a full-time study, I quickly discovered that there were indeed other elephants out there. 

			But there were also others of another kind. 

			And after my first sighting of one of these beings the following year, it was I who was affected by extreme shock because of what I had seen. Like Juan’s German guests, I too had seen the impossible.
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			2: Signs of the Elephants

			Fransje and I settled into a pine house on a hillside encircled by plantations, fynbos and patches of indigenous forest. To the south was a sweeping view down to the Knysna lagoon and to where the blue sky meets the blue waters of the Indian Ocean. To the north lay the wide expanse of the central portion of the dense and deep green Knysna forest, beyond which were the foothills of the Outeniqua Mountains. 

			The house was ideally situated, only seven kilometres from the town of Knysna, and literally almost a stone’s throw from the edge of the central forest. 

			In the years to come I was to discover that the Knysna elephants ranged as close as two kilometres to where we lived, and that also we were living in the midst of the range of the mysterious beings. 

			In undertaking full-time research into the Knysna elephants, my baseline objectives were to try to establish the number of the elephants and the extent of their range, to learn which habitats they were utilising within that range, and to establish what their diet was. 

			My objective was never to physically track down the elephants on foot, see them and photograph them. This would have been stressful for the elephants. My research was non-invasive and based on respect for the animals. 

			Elephants in the southern Cape had been tracked and hunted down since the white man first colonised southern Africa more than 350 years ago. It has been estimated that prior to colonisation some 100 000 elephants may have existed in what is present day South Africa – with approximately 10 000 of these elephants existing in the southern Cape. By 1910 virtually the entire elephant population of the country had been wiped out by professional ivory hunters, ‘sportsmen’ and settler farmers. By this time only some 200 elephants remained – in four separate populations – the southern-most being the Knysna elephants. 

			In 1970 elephant researcher Nick Carter, who spent a year studying these elephants, estimated that only eleven or twelve existed. The persecution did not stop. Just after Carter’s study, a forester working with the forestry department, in what was meant to be a clandestine killing, destroyed the most famous of the Knysna elephants – the main breeding bull Carter had named ‘Adam’ (and also known as ‘Aftand’ by the local people). The killing was uncovered, and those involved were charged, but many believed that Adam was not the only Knysna elephant to have been killed by the forestry authorities. 

			The Knysna elephants that I was about to study and learn about were relict survivors – descendants of victims of mass genocide. 

			My routine each day would be to drive out into the elephants’ range and to walk for half a day learning about the Knysna elephants from the signs they left behind, such as their droppings, footprints and feeding signs – the strewn branches and leaves. It was calculated that in the first few years of the study I covered some 22 000 kilometres on foot, the equivalent of walking halfway around the world. 

			Early on, contrary to what had been previously claimed by the forestry authorities, I learnt that the Knysna elephants were not restricted to the dark confines of the forests, but roamed widely on the fynbos foothills of the mountains. At the commencement of my study it was thought that the ‘last’ remaining elephant ranged in perhaps 100 square kilometres of the central forest. Today we know that the population ranged in over 700 square kilometres of mountain fynbos, the plantations, the forest and the forest edge. 

			Within several weeks of starting my study it was clear to me that definitely more than one elephant existed. I was finding footprints and droppings of various sizes, indicating different individuals. By measuring the diameter of the hind footprints of elephants, their ages can be determined, and the same applies to measuring the circumference of dung balls. Early evidence was showing that the Knysna elephant population was made up of comparatively young adults. Those were uplifting times. 
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			During the early months of the elephant study, I do not think I ever thought about the mysterious beings the German tourists claimed to have seen two years earlier. This was to change one morning when I was having a meeting with a forestry department botanical scientist at his office in Knysna. The scientist, Johan, and I had arranged to meet to identify some of the plant types the Knysna elephants were eating. Somehow during the meeting, the subject changed to the bushman paintings in the vicinity of the Knysna forest. 

			Then, quite unexpectedly, Johan asked me, ‘Gareth, while you are out walking in the forests and the mountain fynbos, have you ever come across a type of furry upright walking ape?’ 

			Juan’s story came flooding back into my mind.

			I replied that I had not and enquired why he had asked.

			‘I ask,’ said Johan, ‘because in the past couple of years we have had two separate reports from our forest workers seeing such a creature. They were absolutely shocked at the sight. The men are adamant that it walks upright and is covered in hair. I would be very interested to know what it is.’ 

			I thought this conversation with Johan was curious. The story of the mysterious beings had arisen again, totally unprompted by me, and the subject had been brought up by a scientist who seemed to be open minded about its existence. 

			Thoughts about the mysterious being slipped out of my mind again in the days and weeks that followed as I began to find dramatic evidence of the Knysna elephants. 

			Early one grey overcast morning I was walking on a track through a pine plantation that borders an edge of the central forest when suddenly I heard a cracking sound ahead of me. I had a strong feeling that the source of the sound was elephants. 

			I continued onwards and at a point where the track split, one branch leading north, the other south, I found the fresh tracks of two young elephants. 

			The larger of the tracks was unlike any elephant footprint I had ever seen before. Instead of being etched with the usual mosaic of creases and lines, the back right footprint had an almost patchwork appearance. Immediately a name for this elephant came to mind – ‘Strangefoot’. 

			Measuring Strangefoot’s hind track and that of the second and smaller elephant, indicated that they were approximately fourteen and eight years old respectively. I named the smaller one ‘The Youngster’. The fact that these were young elephants clearly illustrated that breeding had taken place in comparatively recent years, and that the Knysna elephants were a breeding population. 

			Continuing along the track, I soon came across a very fresh pile of droppings. The elephants had indeed been the source of the cracking sound I had heard earlier, and now they were close by. Walking onwards, I came across young trees that had been pulled to the ground and were strewn across the track. The weather was turning rapidly and the clouds had become menacingly dark. 

			Suddenly I heard the elephants to my right, followed by a loud crash of branches. As raindrops began to pelt down, I decided to move away. It would have been foolhardy to remain where I was, considering the conditions and my proximity to the elephants. 

			As I returned the way I had come, the rain began to pelt down hard and incessantly. Soon all I could hear was the rain. I had made the right decision. 

			Walking back through the forest to my vehicle in the pouring rain, I felt wonderfully elated by my discovery of the two young Knysna elephants. 

			Two weeks later I found dramatic evidence of three of these elusive elephants moving together. 
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			Early one Sunday morning, Fransje and I set off to explore an elephant pathway that led through a pine plantation bordering on a patch of forest. We soon came across extremely fresh feeding signs and several piles of droppings. It was clear to me that this was definitely the activity of more than one elephant. It was an exciting moment. 

			The spoor indicated that the elephants had headed in the direction of Kom se Pad, the main track that winds through the northern section of the central forest. 

			We returned to our car and drove slowly along Kom se Pad. As we turned a corner we suddenly saw a mass of elephant footprints all over the road. The elephants had clearly been rushing around, moving both backwards and forwards. There were droppings on the road, as well as urine. We got out of the car to examine the fresh tracks and I quickly realised that we had come across evidence of three elephants moving together. 

			The tracks were small, medium, and large in size. I noticed that the medium-sized tracks were those of Strangefoot, with her distinctive patchwork pattern. I was fairly confident that the small footprints were those of The Youngster – and measurements later confirmed this. The largest footprints I had not seen before, but I suspected that they might have belonged to a young adult bull, as there appeared to be signs that perhaps mating had taken place. This would explain the presence of a young adult bull with Strangefoot and The Youngster, and the chaotic pattern of the footprints. As I looked at the signs of excited elephant activity, I said to Fransje, ‘Imagine the possible birth of a baby Knysna elephant in just under two years’ time!’ The gestation period of elephants is twenty-two months – the longest gestation period of all mammals. Fransje grinned back at me. 

			We tracked the elephants along the road for about two kilometres and as we entered the edge of the forest we found the place where the elephants had climbed an embankment and headed north-east on one of their secret pathways, which was lost to us in the dense greenery. 

			The photographs we took that morning of the footprints on the road clearly showed the very real existence of three Knysna elephants. In the recent past, tracks of only a single Knysna elephant had been reported. 

			A week or so later I showed the photographs to two forest guards who had monitored elephant movements for a decade and a half, Wilfred Oraai and Karel Maswatie. They were astounded when they saw the clear evidence of three elephants. ‘Good work, Gareth!’ said Karel with a broad smile. 

			Wilfred and Karel were to become colleagues and good friends of mine in the months and years to come. Both men were totally dedicated to the Knysna elephants.
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