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  Chapter 1


  I Want to Be an Elephant When I Grow Up


  SIIIIIMOOOON . . .! What on EARTH is that dreadful SMELL?!!


  The aroma had, by now, crept into every corner of the house, including my mothers bedroom, where she was trying to take a well-earned break. I had left the badgers head to simmer
  on a low flame, whilst I returned to my own bedroom to get on with the more pressing task of skinning a common shrew carcass that I had found that morning during my walk through the local woods.
  Maybe Id been neglecting the boiling head a little, but Id felt that the longer it bubbled away, the easier it would be to peel away the flesh and so expose the skull beneath, which
  was the point of the exercise in the first place. I hadnt really noticed the appalling stench until my mothers raised tones drew my attention to it. Perhaps the equally pungent shrew
  carcass was helping to mask it.


  I shot downstairs to the kitchen, to find that the lid of the pan was bouncing happily on a ring of green-tinged foam, some of which had dribbled down the side and into the flame. At eleven
  years old, I was not the most adept of cooks. I was soon joined by my mother, who, holding her nose, moved to the cooker, turned off the gas and simply said, I dont know what
  youve got in there, Simon. I dont really want to know, but would you please take it out to the garden? Its rather smelly. Oh, and Simon, she added,
  with touching concern, given the circumstances, be very careful with the hot water. I dont want you to burn yourself.


  My long-suffering mother, Eve, was by now well used to my habits. I spent my weekend mornings, from first light, stalking through my local woodland on the edge of Bristol, looking for signs of
  life. Any fresh  or not so fresh  carcass was a potential addition to my museum: a drawer in my bedroom that housed plaster casts of wild animal footprints, broken
  birds eggs (I never collected viable eggs from nests, even at a time when many still did) and a host of other exhibits. Among my favourites were the birds wings, which I
  would separate from roadkills and then pin to cardboard. Drying these natural works of art once again meant I had to commandeer my mothers cooking facilities  something the size of a
  jay took roughly forty-five minutes on a very low flame in the oven. Once cooled, I would mount the wings on a wooden plinth and then hang them on my wall. They would last a good year before
  beginning to fall apart.


  Though I treasured these trophies, they were merely trinkets, souvenirs of sorts, to remind me of my adventures watching the local wildlife. My overwhelming ambition during those early morning
  walks was not to find dead animals, but live ones. Just when my obsession with watching wildlife started is hard to say. I simply cant remember a time when I was not captivated by the wild
  world around me.


  I was born in Nairobi, Kenya, on 27 December 1962. At the time, my father, John, was working for BFBS, the British Forces Broadcasting Service, as a DJ.
  My parents already had a daughter, my sister Debbie, whod been born in London on 12 January 1959. Much of what I know about our time in Kenya comes from the stories my parents told me in
  later life; for example, I had apparently survived sleeping next to a six-inch-long, venomous centipede, which had somehow found its way into my bedclothes. Meanwhile, my sister had been rescued
  from near certain death by our janitor, George, who skilfully threw his machete to decapitate a spitting cobra before it could strike her. My father told of the evening he felt sure we were being
  robbed; brandishing a baseball bat, he crept on all fours to the front door, ready to beat any intruder over the head. To add further to the sense of high drama, our little dog was barking
  maniacally and jumping up at the door. My father decided against opening the door to challenge the intruders  which was fortunate, because in the morning, large leopard footprints were found
  running up to the threshold.


  I was, of course, too young to recall any of these adventures first hand, since we left Kenya when I was not quite two years old, but I listened to the tales later with saucer eyes. Far from
  putting me off the idea of experiencing similar encounters, instead it gave me a desperate yearning to get really close to wildlife.


  Its true that many of these tales could well have been embellished a little, given the nature of my fathers chosen career  that of thespian. He had trained at the Royal
  Acadamy of Dramatic Art with a burning ambition to join the likes of John Gielgud and Richard Burton, the great actors of his day. The trouble was, he was a bit of a ham. He
  had tremendous presence  he was a big man in every way, with Sean Connery-type good looks  but his acting career never really took off, and with a young family to support he decided
  he needed other work to fill in the gaps whilst he rested. My mother was no stranger to the performing arts either  her father was a professional jazz musician and she had
  begun appearing on stage whilst still in school. She had moved with her parents and two brothers away from her birthplace  Glasgow  to live in southern England when she was twelve,
  and there started to sing in bars and clubs. After leaving grammar school, she later earned a five-night-a-week residency to sing with a band in Portsmouth.


  So, between them, my parents could make any story of everyday life turn into the most colourful adventure, and with it send a young boys imagination flying.


  One image that I retained from the brief time I spent as a child in Kenya is not incredibly exciting, but it is at least my own. I clearly remember sitting on my mothers lap, in the front
  passenger seat of a vehicle driving along a dusty road. A little way ahead, running with a body-shaking, loose-legged gait, was an adult male ostrich. I heard my mother saying, Bloody
  ostrich, BLOODY OSTRICH! Its not unusual to see ostriches in the national parks or reserves in Kenya. But the heady mix of incongruous spectacle and my mums response somehow
  combined to make an impact on my childish mind; I was suddenly aware of there being other living things, besides ourselves, sharing our world, and was captivated by them.


  Our time in Kenya was cut short abruptly when my father was offered the opportunity to start work with the BBC in Bristol as a reporter for the regional news programme, Points West. It
  was to be the last time I would see my birthplace for twenty-two years, but I continued to carry a sense of being Kenyan when we moved to the UK in 1964. We brought back as mementos some carved
  wooden animals and a Masai shield and spearheads, though my mother was careful to ensure that I didnt become impaled by the curved horn of the mahogany rhino, nor get my hands on the spears,
  which stayed out of reach, crossed behind the shield on the wall.


  If the seeds of a passion for the natural world had been sown on African soil, they now found themselves a little starved of nourishment in a flat on the edge of Cotham, just north of Bristol
  city centre. Even if I had left behind more spectacular species in Kenya, back in the UK I did not lose my fascination with animals. Here, my most vivid memory is of the scent coming from caged
  guinea pigs  pets of my sisters. I remember little or nothing else of the flat, bar the smell of musty sawdust  of animal  drawing me to the chicken wire to stare at the
  bundles of fur within.


  In 1965, we moved to Sea Mills, an area of northwest Bristol bordering Portway and the River Avon. And here, at last, I reconnected with the earth. Or, to be more accurate, the mud. Because
  there we had a garden: not a big or grand one, but a garden nonetheless. For me it was the most wonderful playground. Safe within the privet-hedge boundary I was free to roam
  my turf jungle, crawling on all fours and growling at passers-by.


  It was at about this time that my first burning ambition began to take shape. I reasoned that, with hard work and a great deal of luck, I might grow up to become an elephant. I could think of
  nothing Id rather do with my time than patrol the African plains at a royal, sedate pace, together with the rest of my herd, pushing down trees and trumpeting as we reached the water hole. I
  knew my human mother would understand and support me in my goal, once she realised how important this life was to me, and, though Id miss her, I knew she could visit the herd any time she
  fancied.


  Being told, gently, that I would never be able to realise this ambition  that it was in fact a physical impossibility  was my first taste of real disappointment. I really
  couldnt see why I shouldnt be any species I wanted to be in later life, and the knowledge that I wasnt going to be able to join the ranks of the wild was certainly a blow.


  I soon found release by concentrating on my plastic animal figurine collection instead. I cant express too strongly how important these plastic animals were to me. Indeed, the thought of
  visiting Dawsons Toyshop (sadly no longer trading) on Whiteladies Road in Bristol with my father, and staring into the glass display case at the ranks of hippos, elephants, lions and buffalo
  that marched within, still makes my chest tighten slightly with longing. I would check my carefully saved pocket money to see if I was able to afford the new crocodile, which had a moving jaw, or
  if I would have to settle on the cheaper option by adding another lion to my pride. I might, grudgingly, settle on a zebra, so that my lions had something suitable to
  chase.


  Once home, I would dash to my bedroom, and pull from my toy cupboard the biscuit tin that housed my precious menagerie. The bedroom floor became the African savannah, and the new recruit to the
  pride would dash and cavort around with the well-established members (some of which, rather irritatingly, had slightly gnawed tails as a result of my careless chewing). I had plastic elephants,
  too, which I grudgingly loved, despite the fact that I now knew they would never allow me to enter the inner circle of pachyderm society.


  I find it hard to express the pure joy I got from these simple games of make-believe. To this day, I can still remember the thrill and escape this parallel world offered. On many occasions, I
  would not hear my mothers call to the dining table until she had made her way to the bedroom to catch my attention, so engrossed was I in a battle royal between my plastic lions and a herd
  of zebra. If friends came to play, and the animal tin came out, they would have to play by my rules: I would pedantically insist, for instance, that they could not use the tigers to
  attack the zebra, since they lived on different continents. Usually, they would suggest we skip the animals and move on to toy cars, so as to avoid being lectured by this precocious five year
  old.


  Though I was indeed obsessive (and still am) about my passions, these were not restricted to an interest in animals. At about this time, my mothers brothers had formed a successful pop band called Simon Dupree and the Big Sound, and for a while my father managed them. My mother contributed to their success by helping to compose some of their songs;
  though she didnt write their most successful single, called Kites, which made it to the top ten in the charts in 1967.


  As a very young boy, I was often taken along to gigs, which soon, in the glow of success, became concerts. I would sit in the wings of the stage, as my uncles Derek,
  Ray and Phil (Shulman) strutted and pranced, dressed in elaborate flowing shirts, to the screaming adulation of girls in the crowd. I dont recall ever watching them play from in front of the
  stage with the audience; instead I always had this privileged side perspective, through the narrow gap in the curtains that shrouded stage right. I do recall being treated very sweetly by a number
  of pretty women, different at each show, who were also invited to share this side view from time to time. I was delighted to be cooed over and told what a cute little boy I was, and, occasionally,
  to be taken onto their knees to be bounced along to the music.


  On one occasion, my uncles band was playing support to Gene Pitney, who was very popular at the time. I was in the dressing room backstage before the gig, as usual, when Mr Pitney
  appeared and spoke to me. What a cute little boy, he said in his American drawl. Whats your name, kid?


  Simon, I answered curtly, for whilst I didnt know him from Adam, and had no reason to dislike him, I had picked up an atmosphere of competition amongst my relatives and instinctively knew that this man was the cause of it.


  After Gene Pitneys visit, Simon Dupree went out and gave a sterling performance, to the screams of a thrilled crowd, and to the delight of a six-year-old boy on the side of the stage. The
  main act  Mr Pitney  probably performed an equally wonderful show to an equally rapturous audience, but I had lost interest the moment my uncles had left the stage.


  Soon after the applause had died down, Mr Pitney came back to my uncles dressing room to thank them for their support and for playing a wonderful set. Still charged by the adrenalin of
  his performance, he noticed me, now sitting with my mother, and asked me, Hi kid, did you enjoy the show? Thinking I should be loyal to my relatives, I answered, No, I
  didnt!


  What a revolting little boy! spat Mr Pitney, and stormed from the room.


  I could sense an air of disbelief amongst my uncles and mother, and for a moment thought I might be in for what would have been a well-deserved dressing down. But instead, there were sotto voce
  murmurs and giggles and my mother suggesting I ought not to have spoken to him like that. The mix of embarrassment and misplaced pride at having defended my familys honour ensured the moment
  would stick in my psyche.


  The stage and theatre was as much a part of my childhood as grazed knees and Vicks VapoRub. The latter played a major part in my life due to the seemingly endless stream of colds and flu I
  suffered from as a child. Im not sure if I was more susceptible than my peers (I had, apparently, been a sickly kid in Africa, giving my mother and father a couple of
  scares, having suffered raging temperatures and even comas), but it felt as though I lurched from one bout of fever to the next between the ages of five and seven. I would reach astonishing levels
  of boredom during these play embargoes, and once again it was my plastic animals that came to the rescue, taking me away from the smell of eucalyptus and Lucozade and into their world of endless
  horizons and high drama.


  When I was not nursing a cold, it was back to the garden for me, and into one of my favourite role-play games. With the prospect of swapping species sadly scrubbed from my wish list, I now
  decided to focus on the next best thing. I wanted to be Tarzan. Here again I faced a few physical barriers. I was quite short for a six year old, very skinny, and had a mop of curly hair. Not
  exactly your archetypal Tarzan physique. On the plus side, I did get to grips with the yodel, as created by the master himself, Johnny Weissmuller. I would sit captivated by the 1950s movies, as
  Johnny  still the best movie Tarzan in my opinion  yelled Ungawa at his elephant helpers, wrestled lions and immense crocodiles with his bare hands, and rescued Jane
  from the clutches of the bad guys. I was terribly proud of my falsetto yodel  and, truth be known, still am. I can still just about squeeze it out, though now with rather more mature
  sub-tones! Years later I worked in Rainbow Springs, Florida, filming a diving bird called an anhinga, and discovered that these crystal waters were where Johnny was filmed wrestling the immense (plastic) crocodiles in the films. It was the closest I ever got to the great man.


  To further add to the realism of my Tarzan fiction, my mother sewed some chamois leather to the front and back of my tiny leopard-print swimming trunks to emulate the Tarzan loincloth. This,
  naturally, became my preferred attire for all but the coldest December days, when I hankered after a zebra-skin wrap, but had to make do with a woolly jumper. The blue metal climbing frame in our
  back garden was transformed, with the help of my sister and some sneakily commandeered balls of wool and bed sheets, into a complex jungle of liana vines and forest canopy. The privet hedge and
  lilac bushes were the outer reaches of an unexplored wilderness.


  It was about now that my lifelong love of tree climbing was firmly established. We had no forest giants in the garden on which to hone my skills, but the lilac was sufficiently towering for a
  vertically challenged six year old, and I learnt to live with a succession of scuffed knees, whilst my mother learned to live with my clothing (most often my loincloth) being permanently coated in
  green smudges from the lichen on branches. I never felt more alive or in touch with my world than when scaling a tree. Even now, when Im a little low, or struggling to cope with a social
  situation, I find theres nothing like a good spell of tree climbing to make me feel better. I have been known to slip away from very elegant parties and find the nearest tree for a quick fix
  of my reality.


  Tree climbing can be dangerous, of course. But I hate to think that health and safety concerns might stop youngsters gaining independence and getting close
  to nature in this way. As a nipper, my father gave me clear instructions on the rudiments of safety in the branches. Always have three points of contact on the tree, keep your weight as
  close to the trunk as possible, and always think about how you might get down before you go up. All advice that has stood me in good stead, with nothing more than the occasional and proudly
  earned cut and bruise to show for the odd mishap.


  As I grew, the back garden jungle began to shrink. It never ceases to amaze me how the concept of scale shifts with time and maturity, shrinking ones surroundings. Perhaps this is one of
  the driving forces in my constant search for wide horizons, both literal and metaphorical.


  The back garden did still hold its mystique and wonder, though. Blackbirds nested in the privet hedge and song thrush in the lilac. Sparrows fussed with grass moustaches as they built nests
  under the roof tiles, and from time to time I would discover a common toad striding purposefully through the flower borders at dusk. But the most impressive wild visitor to our postage stamp of
  green was undoubtedly the local fox family.


  My mother and father separated when I was nine years old. Though my father remained very present in my life, and we spent many weekends enjoying outings together, the fact that he no longer
  lived at home meant that many of the more subtle adventures and discoveries I would encounter from that point on were coloured by my mothers guidance. She suffered my absorbing
  passion for all things animal with remarkably good grace, given that she had (and still has) a crippling phobia of mice and rats, and only a grudging tolerance for most other
  animal life forms. That I never detected her intolerance was testament to her capacity to nurture my enthusiasm for the natural world rather than stifle it.


  For all that, it was my mother who first started attracting the foxes to the garden at night. Perhaps seeking distraction from what must have been difficult personal circumstances, she would,
  unbeknownst to me, put food scraps onto our modest, concrete-slab patio and wait in the small hours for the first ruddy ghost to dash from the shadows and into the light that spilled from the
  kitchen window. Only when the visitors habits were well established did she let on that she had been nurturing this new nocturnal relationship. One Friday evening, bathed and ready for bed,
  I was told that I could stay up to watch the wild spirits that came to visit the garden by night.


  I can still feel the ache of expectation and physical discomfort as I lay with my nose pressed to the lowest pane of glass on the patio door, hoping to come face to face with a wild fox for the
  first time. After what felt like an age but what was Im sure no more than ten minutes, a darkening in the shadows at the base of the hedge caught my eye. From the gloom, a pointed muzzle
  stitched a course across the lawn to the edge of the patio; after hesitating momentarily, the fox darted forwards, grabbed a string of bacon rind in its mouth and slipped back into the darkness. By
  now my pulse was thumping in my ears, my fingertips tingled with adrenalin and my view had been all but obscured by my condensing breath on the glass. And the smile on my
  face was verging on painful. This was quite probably the first time I had experienced the thrill of waiting for a brush with the wild (forgive the vulpine pun) and it was intoxicating. No discovery
  of a birds nest, no encounter with a toad had ever given me this feeling of energised compulsion to sit and wait for wild things to show themselves, and I loved it. I love it still.


  Our nocturnal encounters were to continue through the summer of my ninth year. In time I was able to lie flat on my belly on the patio, and have the local foxes take food from no more than a
  metre or so away from my face. I positioned my black Anglepoise lamp at my open bedroom window to cast a clearer light on this mini-theatre, and would only leave and go to bed once my mother had
  implored me to do so for the fiftieth time.


  My ambitions had, by now, veered away from a life spent dressed in a loincloth wrestling oversized crocodiles to the more achievable goal of being a zoo keeper. This, Im certain, had a
  great deal to do with Johnny Morris, whose wonderful television series, Animal Magic, was a ritual must-see for me, as for many thousands of children. His gift for mimicry
  allowed him to have comic dialogues with anthropomorphised creatures, including Dottie the ring-tailed lemur. It was partly filmed at my local zoological gardens, Bristol Zoo in Clifton.


  Looking back, I can of course think of a hundred reasonable criticisms of the way in which animals were housed and managed back then. Polar bears would repetitively pace tiny concrete pits, and
  gorillas looked sullenly at the crowds through a chunky lattice of steel. Public attitudes to such collections  and indeed the management policies of them  are
  barely recognisable today. But despite the discomfort of a knowledge blessed with hindsight, I still look back very fondly on my visits to the zoo.


  I would dash first to the big cats and stand on tiptoe to peer over the guardrails at the Asiatic lions or leopards. They were, of course, anything but content, but for my young, hungry mind,
  simply witnessing the true scale of these magical creatures was inexhaustible manna. And unlike any photograph, film or TV show, seeing them at the zoo would enable me to soak up the heady musk of
  the animals, to hear their breath. I would return home after each visit with my head full of roars and dreams of adventure and discovery.


  Until I was able to revisit Kenya, fifteen years later, these encounters with captive, charismatic megafauna, augmented by the occasional visit to Longleat Safari Park, were the closest I would
  get to being on the African plains or in the jungles of Asia. I maintain that, even today, well-run and -managed zoos serve an invaluable purpose in enthusing and nurturing a sense of wonder and
  humility in people. However many times you see a lion on TV, you never really see a lion until faced with one in the flesh. It would of course be glorious if part of every school syllabus
  included a mandatory visit to the African savannah or the Antarctic (paid for by the state, of course!). But in the absence of this ideal, well-run zoos and safari parks are the only contact that
  many millions of people will ever have with some of the planets most wondrous creatures. If one visitor in a thousand is touched to the point of caring, of being
  motivated enough to do something to help care for the natural world, whether it be a simple donation, or committing their lives to a conservation cause, then the ambassadorial role played by the
  captive creatures has perhaps been justified.


  I explored my new ambition of being a zoo keeper with my own modest collection of creatures at home. There was the family dog, Wiggy. Hed originally been named Stallion, after a TV drama
  that my father was producing on Dartmoor. Unfortunately, as a cross between a King Charles Cavalier and a sheepdog, he would never quite grow into his name, and so Wiggy became the moniker of
  choice, largely to avoid embarrassment when calling him from across the public playing field. Yelling Stallion! at the top of your voice builds up a certain expectation in onlookers
  as to what might appear from the bushes. Other conventional pets included a cat named Socks, and a gerbil. My sister went through a series of hamsters that mysteriously died each autumn and were
  given solemn burials in biscuit tins. I would later discover that hamsters are prone to going into torpor as the days shorten, their bodies stiffening, their breath reducing to a few shallow gasps
  per minute. It is very likely that my sisters hamsters, and millions more besides, were simply trying to hibernate. I only hope they never woke to discover their predicament.


  But in addition to these family friends, I began to keep more exotic creatures. These were the days before the current strict (and proper) controls over the keeping of wild animals were in place, and my bedroom housed a ring of aquaria and vivaria. Inside the tanks were toads, frogs and newts. From time to time I would be guardian of a common lizard
  or a grass snake, until either they escaped (much to my mothers horror) and were discovered with fluff on their nose behind a bookshelf, or else I let them go back in the pool or crumbling
  wall in which Id originally found them. I started sketching my charges, and recording their antics. My first taste of the delights of the close study of animal behaviour came as I watched
  palmate newts display and lay eggs in a thirty-centimetre aquarium in my room. I felt I was breaking new ground as I solemnly sketched the male and female engaged in a face-to-face aquatic dance.
  My interpretation of what was going on was broadly correct, but significantly lacking in detail. Nonetheless, and unwittingly perhaps, this marked the beginning of a lifelong desire to understand
  the things I was watching, and to do so by spending enormous amounts of time watching them.


  Just as foxes visiting our suburban garden in Bristol were my first real taste of a close encounter with a wild spirit, so too were they central to my first professional engagement. At the age
  of ten.
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