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To the conservation legends and my friends Beyers Coetzee, Chris Holcroft and Peter Rutsch who tragically passed away during the writing of this book – this story is the legacy you left us.
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CHAPTER ONE

Cruel Planet

Una Coetzee’s voice was scratchy with worry. ‘I have a bad feeling about this, Grant.’

Her husband Beyers had been tracking elephants that had broken out of the Mawana game reserve, and trumpeting had been heard in the vicinity. Elephant trumpet blasts echo for many miles across the African bush, usually indicating that the animals are either agitated or excited.

Or if they are about to attack.

Now Beyers was missing somewhere in the rugged and remote valley dissecting the Thaka River. No one had heard from him for several hours, and Una wanted to speak to him before flying back to Johannesburg from Durban.

‘I’m just about to board the plane,’ she said. ‘Should I take a later flight?’

I thought about that briefly. Beyers was one of the most capable people I knew. He was the equivalent of an alpha Special Forces operative in the bush with serious weaponry and tracking skills. He had twice been a world field archery champion. If anyone could get himself out of trouble, Beyers could.

‘Go home, Una. Your kids are waiting for you.’

I told her I had seen Beyers the night before at Mawana, her family’s game reserve nestling in one of the wildest areas of the KwaZulu-Natal province in eastern South Africa. He had been in fine form, entertaining not only myself but sculptor Andries Botha. Andries, a legend in arts and environment circles, was in the wilderness area to sculpt a memorial honouring the life of the iconic conservationist Ian Player and his African mentor, Magqubu Ntombela.

Beyers and I, along with the Van der Walt family who owned Mawana, were in the throes of rewilding the former cattle ranch and other surrounding farms to create a world-class game reserve called Loziba Wilderness. There were thirty-two elephants roaming free on the land, beautiful animals that would be vital for our future plans. However, fences surrounding the reserve were in disrepair and there was a constant threat that the herd would break out, wreaking havoc in nearby village croplands – or, even worse, causing loss of life. The Van der Walt family had already been served a non-compliance order stipulating that, if the elephants escaped, the provincial conservation authority Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife would destroy them.

The ‘sword of Damocles’ was no mere over-dramatic idiom for these animals. They were literally living on borrowed time. As a result, we had a computerised tracking collar fitted on to the matriarch and the senior bull so we knew exactly where the herd was at all times. This was vital if we wanted to keep the elephants alive.

On this particular breakout, we saw to our dismay that the animals were about to invade a neighbouring farm. Beyers had to act fast. With his brother-in-law Johannes van der Walt, he immediately decided to drive from Pretoria to chase the elephants out of the danger zone.

Una begged him not to go. She had a premonition of impending disaster and pleaded that he should let people already on the reserve handle it.

Unfortunately, on the day of the breakout, the farm manager had quit so Beyers had little option but to track the elephants himself. Also, not many people could handle these risky situations as efficiently as him. He had successfully coaxed the elephants back to Mawana several times – in fact, he had done just that the week before. Most times he did so by firing shots into the air to turn the animals, or else used what we called the ‘Mawana band’. This was basically a motley group of beaters banging old tin drums and making such a racket most self-respecting creatures would head for the hills.

Both the Mawana band and rifle shots were moderately successful, but Beyers believed we needed something more dramatic, something that would permanently frighten the elephants off adjacent properties. For this, he was going to use heavy-duty thunder flashes that he had recently bought from a firearms dealer.

The computer tracking the matriarch’s electronic collar indicated that the elephants were moving on to land owned by Dlemeveni Sithole. We knew him well. The son of a manual labourer, he was now a successful businessman and the sole large-scale black farmer in the area. Despite his remarkable rags-to-riches story, Mr Sithole was a humble yet inspiring man, and thankfully also a conservationist. However, his patience had been tested before by marauding elephants and we didn’t want that to happen again.

As I told Una, Beyers had invited myself, Andries and fellow sculptor Jess Bothma to spend the previous night at Mawana, where we had sat around the log fire under the stars until late. Andries is also the founder of the Human Elephant Foundation and his immense artistic flair is heavily influenced by environmentalism. He and Beyers found instant rapport as Beyers eloquently outlined our Loziba dream of rewilding former farmland into a ruggedly pristine wilderness. It was almost impossible not to get caught up in Beyers’s enthusiasm. His absolute zest for life was infectious. He also lived on the edge, paragliding and flying microlights for fun, and his passion for the bush was unparalleled.

The next day we visited Mr Sithole, telling him we were aware that the Mawana elephants were nearby and we would chase them off. Gracious as ever, Mr Sithole thanked us. We then drove to another neighbouring farm, managed by Brandt van Jaarsveld, to fetch his son Hendrik, who would be assisting Beyers in tracking the herd. Twenty-one-year-old Hendrik was out here on holiday as he now lived in the United States, but was keen to get back into the African bush. Beyers also brought along three farmworkers to repair any fences the elephants had broken.

It was Tuesday 18 February, 2020. Andries, Jess and I had to be back in Durban that day, so we said our goodbyes as Beyers and his companions trekked down into the Thaka Valley. I watched the untamed thornveld and acacias swallow them up. It is a panoramic vista I never tire of; big-sky wilderness stretching to infinity with the ancient dust of Africa swirling in the gusts.

We got into my battered old Toyota Yaris, which I believe has rattled over more rutted bush tracks than any other small car in history ever has or will. Caught up in the primal purity of the moment, Andries started telling me what an impression Beyers had made on him. They had the same vision, the same love of elephants, felt the same magnetic pull of wild places. He said he would try to raise the cash needed for the game-proof fence that would secure the future of the Mawana elephants once and for all. I told him it was a lot of money – about half-a-million US dollars for a single power strand, and many millions more for a full electric barrier. It was money we simply didn’t have, which was why Beyers had to resort to Wild West ‘rodeos’ whenever the animals broke out.

We heard a rifle shot. Then another … a few more. About five in total.

I dialled Beyers on my cellphone. ‘I heard some shots. Have you seen them?’

‘Ja, but the ellies are not moving fast enough. I’m now going to bring in the big boys.’

In other words, the thunder flashes.

In hindsight, I should have said that as a conservationist I wasn’t convinced that was the best plan. Loud noise is a proven method of moving animals, but sometimes it can overly unsettle them, particularly highly intelligent animals such as elephants.

Instead, I said, ‘Beyers, maybe you don’t have to do that. The herd is now out of the danger zone. They’re heading home.’

Beyers paused before replying. He knew what I meant but, on the other hand, timing was crucial. If he didn’t get the elephants back to the Mawana reserve and safety within the next twelve hours, the entire herd could be destroyed. For Beyers, that was unthinkable.

‘I just want to get them through the valley,’ he said. ‘Then I can relax. I don’t want them to come back here again.’

It was the last time we spoke.

A few minutes later, the first thunder flash went off. A billowing cloud of acrid smoke exploded into the air and even some rocks moved. It was almost like dynamite. This big bang was big, all right.

Perhaps that was the problem. Perhaps, in the team’s understandable eagerness to get the threatened elephants to safety, they were pushing them too hard. We’ll never know.

What we do know is that Beyers, Hendrik and one of the farmworkers, Thobani Masondo, continued following the herd. Beyers took a video on his cellphone, and it’s clear that, while the elephants were still going in the right direction, they were moving slowly. Looking back, that could have been the first warning sign. The animals should have been running at full speed with all the noise and smoke from the thunder flashes. But they weren’t.

Later that afternoon I dropped Andries and Jess off at their car parked outside my house. That’s when Una phoned to say she couldn’t get hold of Beyers.

I told her not to worry. I told her how cheerful Beyers had been the night before, and how capable he was in the bush. He knew exactly what he was doing. The fact he was not answering his cellphone was probably due to a flat battery or lack of any signal that deep in the sticks.

‘Beyers loves this sort of thing,’ I said. ‘This is his life.’

But as the afternoon wore on, something started to niggle. We have a Mawana elephant group chat on WhatsApp, and no one – not just his wife – had heard from Beyers. Una was now extremely concerned as she boarded the plane. She repeated to me her dire premonition.

At about 4 p.m. Brandt van Jaarsveld phoned me. His son had just contacted him. Hendrik was in a terrible state. For the past hour, he and Thobani Masondo had been running for their lives.

‘There’s big trouble,’ said Brandt. ‘Hendrik says the elephants attacked them. They went mad – screaming and trumpeting. We don’t know where Beyers is.’

I went cold with dread. Had Una’s intuition been correct? ‘You mean he’s dead?’

‘I don’t know,’ Brandt said. ‘Hendrik says he may be injured. We’re going back to look now.’

Una was on the plane so there was no way to get hold of her. But what would I tell her if we did? I was still hoping against all odds that Beyers had somehow escaped, just as Thobani and Hendrik had.

To keep Una out of the loop until we had clarification, I called everyone else on the WhatsApp group individually and told them to maintain phone silence.

Two hours later, Brandt phoned to say he and Hendrik had arrived at the scene of the attack. With them were Beyers’s two brothers-in-law, Kallie and Johannes van der Walt. Brandt said it had been a gruelling hike through thorn and sickle bush so thick that at times they had to crawl under the foliage on hands and knees. He suddenly stopped speaking. I thought the signal had gone dead, then I heard his voice falter. ‘Ag nee, man. Nee, man!’ Oh no, man.

My skin crawled. Brandt choked, then said, ‘Grant, I can’t explain it, man. This is the worst thing I have ever seen. It’s like a warzone.’

Voice rasping, he said Beyers had been tusked through his ribs and stomach. His face was unmarked, looking almost tranquil. Death had obviously been instant.

For several seconds I couldn’t speak. Beyers was such a vital, exuberant person, it was impossible to imagine him dead. I felt sick to my stomach, still unable to believe it.

‘We’ll wait here until the police arrive,’ Brandt said, and clicked off his phone.

Almost paralysed with dread, I knew I had to get hold of Una. She would soon land in Johannesburg, then would be driving to the family home in Pretoria. That could take some time in rush-hour evening traffic. I did not want to give her the tragic news while she was behind the wheel of a car on a motorway.

As if reading my thoughts, a text from Una flashed on the WhatsApp group: ‘Anyone heard from Beyers yet?’

There was silence. None of us replied. We simply couldn’t. I knew her mother-in-law, Daniella Coetzee, was with the Coetzee children, Luan (ten) and Lara (five), so Una would have company when she arrived home. Daniella is an incredibly strong woman; a dean at the University of the Free State and highly respected academic. But we also needed someone to be there to break the terrible news in person. Someone to tell a wife, mother and two children that the man they loved would not be coming home. I decided this was not something that could be done over the phone. We needed a strong physical presence.

I called Beyer’s cousin, Gaele van der Walt, a giant of a man, and asked him to go to Una’s house and wait for her to arrive. ‘You’re the only person who can tell her and the kids,’ I said.

Gaele agreed, saying he would phone me later. I felt terrible for him as he first had to break the news to Daniella, who had also recently lost her husband. Now her son was gone as well.

I waited for his call as the minutes inexorably ticked past. It seemed a long, long time. In the interim, I phoned the police and tried to get a helicopter to fly out to the death scene, but the bush was too thick for it to land. Also, it was too dark. Evacuation could only be done on foot.

Eventually Gaele phoned. Una was home. His voice was heavy with sorrow. He said the family’s grief and anguish were beyond heart-wrenching. Breaking the awful news was something that will live with him for the rest of his life.

Meanwhile, deep in the bush, Kallie, Johannes, Brandt and Hendrik kept vigil as they waited for the police to arrive. They covered the body and put a hat over Beyers’s face. Our biggest fear now was that the elephants would return. If they did, there would be the added misery of them trampling the body – while the four men would have to run for their lives, just as Hendrik and Thobani had earlier.

The police arrived with body bags at about 11 p.m., nine hours after the attack. That’s how remote the valley is. With them was Alec van Heerden, a family friend from Vryheid, who proved to be an absolute stalwart in handling the official paperwork and media enquiries that the family were too distraught to deal with.

They hauled the body through the rough terrain and dense bush, arriving at the mortuary early the next morning. Alec officially identified the body on behalf of the distressed Van der Walt and Coetzee families.

The next day I drove to Mawana. Hendrik was still in shock, understandably, and to get a first-hand account, I spoke to the other survivor, Thobani.

He told me the main herd of elephants had not attacked them, as we had first thought. Instead, it was two teenage males, known as askaris. This, sadly, did not surprise me. We knew the askaris were a potential problem as seven of the fully grown bulls had previously been killed by trophy hunters, creating a huge sociological void in the Mawana herd. In healthy elephant communities, rowdy juveniles are kept in line by mature bulls, pretty much like human society. Consequently, without mature guidance askaris are not taught ‘manners’. This is further aggravated when they are in musth, as these two youngsters almost certainly were, and become extremely aggressive.

It seems that while Beyers, Thobani and Hendrik were concentrating on the main herd, unbeknown to them the askaris had doubled back. The attack must have been lightning fast for a man as capable as Beyers not to have fired at least one shot.

Thobani, who has worked at Mawana for years, said they only knew they were in mortal danger when the enraged askaris trumpeted, almost screaming, as they attacked. The bush was so thick that the fleeing men had to squeeze through a narrow gap among the trees. Hendrik, who fired his gun over his head in a desperate bid to scare off the animals, was first out, followed by Thobani. Beyers had to let the others through. That fraction of an instant cost him his life.

‘The elephant was right on us,’ said Thobani. ‘I heard a thump as its head hit Beyers. It tusked him as he fell, then trumpeted again.’

Thobani and Hendrik continued scrambling through the bush for their lives, but became separated in the dense growth. Both fled for higher ground and, after about an hour, Hendrik paused to pull out his cellphone. Panting like a locomotive, he phoned his father, calling urgently for help.

Reaction to the death of a person so prominent and well-liked in the area was swift. Within days, there were demands to have the elephants destroyed. Some communities bordering Mawana wanted the entire herd shot; others just the two askaris.

The calls were not echoed by Una and the Van der Walt family. On the contrary, Una stressed unequivocally that the last thing she wanted was revenge. As she repeatedly said, it’s certainly not something Beyers would have wanted either.

However, the tragedy was compounded by the fact that the herd was already under threat until the Mawana fences were made elephant-proof. In fact, the only reason the animals were still alive was because Beyers, almost singlehandedly, had persuaded nine out of the ten neighbouring farmers to sign an agreement indemnifying Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife from any culpability. Now that Beyers had been killed by the elephants he so loved, all bets were off.

That was the supreme irony. Beyers had sacrificed his own life in his bid to save the Mawana herd. And it may have been in vain.

At the time of writing, a final decision on what to do with the herd has yet to be reached. Some neighbouring communities are uneasy, and Ezemvelo is still debating whether the askaris should be shot, although off the record they have said they are almost certain to spare the rest of the herd. The animals are living under a suspended sentence – the last thing Beyers and his family would have wanted.

Beyers’s loss to his family, his numerous friends and our entire Loziba rewilding project is immeasurable. The anguish of those he left behind is incalculable. They say no one is irreplaceable, but Beyers came as close as dammit to the definition of the word. If any of the animals are destroyed, everything Beyers worked for in conservation could go up in smoke.

Africa is beautiful beyond belief. It can also be cruel beyond comprehension. But we will never stop loving her.

That is something that Beyers, who gave his life for the wild ones of this land, understood most of all.




CHAPTER TWO

Poaching and Pathogens

Sibonelo Zulu peered through the iron sights of his rifle.

The weapon was an outdated Lee Enfield .303 with four 7.7 mm rounds in the magazine and one in the breech. This particular bolt-action model had seen action in the First World War, more than a century ago. Most poaching gangs had fully automatic AK-47s as well as telescopic-sighted hunting rifles so, in any firefight, Sibonelo and his men would be seriously outgunned.

That didn’t stop him. What he and his fellow game rangers lacked in firepower, they more than made up for in raw guts and grit.

Sibonelo could see the vague outlines of men in the night, backlit by a full moon. A poacher’s moon, so-called as such nights are favoured by wildlife traffickers. He and his team had been stalking this gang for the past hour, and Sibonelo – who is as tough as they come – knew this was going to end one way or another. He had on numerous occasions warned the vicious rhino-horn syndicates, which had turned his beloved Hluhluwe-iMfolozi game reserve into a warzone, that he was after them. ‘Come into my park, and you’re dead.’

He could see that the man in his V-sights carried a weapon, a heavy-calibre hunting rifle. Perhaps a .338 – or more likely a .375 H&H Magnum. In other words, a weapon capable of stopping a charging 6-ton elephant, let alone a rhino, dead in its tracks.

Sibonelo lay as still as a gecko. The radiant moon, which had led his patrol to this gang, could just as easily work against him. If he could see them, they could see him. That’s why rangers call it a poacher’s moon, as bright skies nullify the use of torches that give away positions. Such nights almost without fail mean trouble for Sibonelo and his team of battle-scarred rangers.

Sibonelo’s face hardened as he thought of the worst two nights of his life: a poacher’s moon in May 2017, when nine rhinos were killed and dehorned, and a blood moon in September 2015 when eight were slaughtered. Blood moons are full moons on steroids; a total eclipse where the lunar orb turns a reddish tinge, like plasma. It’s an eerily appropriate description, as on such nights blood is invariably spilt in the beleaguered wildlife parks of Africa.

Sibonelo’s grip on his rifle tightened as he remembered kneeling beside the fresh carcasses of the mutilated rhinos and vowing vengeance. He would fight fire with fire. No mercy. No retreat. No surrender. Since that day, he has been doing exactly that.

That night, 6 March 2020, history was repeating itself. He was in the same area, under the same poacher’s moon, possibly even tracking the same gang. Just before the nine-rhino massacre three years ago, a group of men had been caught attempting to cross the Swaziland border with a rhino horn that DNA proved to be from Sibonelo’s reserve. The ringleader, a man called Leon Stoltz, was arrested. Mysteriously, all charges against Stoltz were withdrawn and he walked free. Two weeks later, the nine rhinos were killed. Most rangers believed that was no coincidence. The anger was still raw.

Sibonelo crawled forward, rifle at the ready. He has been chasing poachers for most of his adult life, a veteran of many fierce shootouts. These are usually sharp, short and brutal, fought at extreme close quarters in bush so dense that visibility is measured in feet and inches. They can seldom see who they are shooting at, firing instead at muzzle flashes while bullets zing like hornets off rocks and trees. These firefights are far more terrifying than most military battles as, in the bush, there are no foxholes, artillery backup or helicopter gunships strafing the enemy from above. Instead, game rangers fight alone or with a handful of equally desperate brothers-in-arms, using ancient bolt-action rifles against state-of-the-art assault weapons. They are, in my opinion, the planet’s super-heroes. The debt we owe them is unpayable.

Sibonelo gently squeezed the trigger, holding his breath to keep the rifle rocksteady. He had been in hot pursuit for the past hour. His heart was pounding from extreme exertion and pumping adrenaline. Snipers need glacial calmness, especially at night in dense bush. There was ice in his veins as the gun fired.

The first man went down. Then Sibonelo noticed a second, just a few yards to the left. He fired again. Another hit.

Sibonelo and his patrol waited for a full minute, expecting the night to erupt in a maelstrom of lead. Instead he heard crashing through the sickle bush. The remaining poachers were fleeing.

The Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Park, ironically where the white rhinos of Africa were once saved from extinction, had for the past few years been at the forefront of the most severe poaching spike ever experienced in KwaZulu-Natal. Sibonelo’s informants told him this was largely due to poaching gangs moving south from Mpumalanga, home to Kruger National Park and several other world-renowned reserves. The poachers considered KwaZulu-Natal rangers to be less formidable than the vastly better-equipped anti-poaching patrols of Kruger, South Africa’s flagship park, which is almost the size of Wales.

Sibonelo smiled mirthlessly. Two corpses in the bush 20 yards or so ahead would disabuse them of that notion.

He stood and with his men walked towards the first body lying sprawled in the dirt. Sibonelo flipped the corpse over with his boot.

He gasped, shocked to his core. Although the skull had been shattered by the bullet, the expressionless, wide-eyed face staring back at him was instantly recognisable.

‘Hau!’ Every man in the unit uttered the word simultaneously. It is the highly expressive Zulu exclamation of extreme surprise.

‘Baas Leon,’ Sibonelo whispered, almost reverently.

It was indeed Leon Stoltz, at the time the most wanted poacher in South Africa. Baas Leon was the ‘baas’ – boss – of the most notorious rhino-horn syndicate, a millionaire playboy, head of a biker gang, and responsible for the death of hundreds of rhinos. The same man against whom all charges had been ‘mysteriously’ dropped after being caught red-handed – literally – with a Hluhluwe-iMfolozi horn at the Swaziland border in 2017.

Sibonelo clicked on his radio, calling the reserve’s headquarters. Staff there had heard the shots.

‘What happened?’ the radio operator asked.

‘Ngimbulele,’ he said. ‘I’ve killed him.’

‘Who?’

‘Baas Leon.’

There was silence. Then another collective ‘Hau!’ staccatoed over the airwaves from everyone in the radio room.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yehbo.’

Sibonelo could sense their incredulity. Baas Leon had evaded the authorities for so long that some of the more superstitious game guards believed he was protected by thakathi, the local word for witchcraft. This was without question the most prominent felon in the poaching hierarchy.

‘He is dead,’ Sibonelo repeated. He was surprised at how unemotional he felt. He was merely doing his job. If he hadn’t have fired first, it would have been him instead of Baas Leon lying motionless on the ground.

Sibonelo and his men then rolled over the corpse of the other man. He too was known to the authorities – Bhekumuzi Matonse, Baas Leon’s right-hand man. Next to the bodies was the high-calibre hunting rifle that Sibonelo had seen glinting in the moonlight. There were also several well-honed machetes, which would have been used to dehorn any dead rhinos that the fleeing gang had shot. There was no doubt of the dead men’s intentions.

I heard the news the next day. Sibonelo is one of my closest friends. Our bond was forged in fire, working together in building a crack equestrian anti-poaching unit in Nqumeni, the most isolated and vulnerable section of Hluhluwe-iMfolozi. Even though I knew that if anyone could have outgunned the country’s most notorious poacher it would be Sibonelo, I was still surprised. I obviously didn’t believe in thakathi but, even so, Baas Leon had seemed invincible. He had evaded arrest with almost contemptuous ease and he obviously had friends in high places. The only way to stop him would have been an ounce of lead fired deep in the bush. And that’s exactly what had happened.

I was also surprised that there was no press release describing the gunfight. This was a massive win for wildlife, but the only statement came from the police. Even that was a bland few paragraphs stating that ‘suspected poachers’ Stoltz and Matonse had been killed in a game reserve.

‘Why isn’t this victory being highlighted?’ I asked Sibonelo.

He laughed. ‘My bosses think my life may be in danger.’

I laughed with him. Whoever wanted to take out Sibonelo would need an army.

‘Seriously though,’ the tough ranger continued, ‘Baas Leon was very popular in Hazyview, so there may be some people out for revenge. I’m told he’s getting a celebrity funeral there.’

Sibonelo’s information was correct. Hazyview is a town bordering the Kruger National Park, where Stoltz had cut his poaching teeth. His motorbike club, Sun Riders MCC, was preparing a Harley-Davidson guard-of-honour parade through the town centre, and members were asked ‘out of respect for the family’ not to excessively rev their bikes as the body of Baas Leon was lowered into his grave. However, the bikers were promised that they would later be given the chance ‘to properly celebrate Baas Leon’s life’.

In conservation circles, the effect of Baas Leon’s demise was instantaneous. Almost overnight, rhino-poaching incidents plummeted in KwaZulu-Natal, with the death toll dropping for the first time in years. How long that would last, we did not know. But what was abundantly clear was that gangs from Mpumalanga now knew that KwaZulu-Natal had serious men at the frontline who would not only shoot to kill, but were good at it.

So the momentum shifted, but wildlife trafficking can be a bit like playing whack-a-mole. You stomp it out in one area, and it pops up in another.

In this case it was the North West province, bordering Botswana.

At the same time another deadly threat loomed. Something that could change the face of conservation forever.

COVID-19. The Coronavirus.
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