Babysitting Barry
By Danny Fernandes and Peter Thorpe

We arrived at Tanda Tula one afternoon with the intention of helping out with some elephant identification from the photo database. We had also been told to bring some warm clothing, food and ‘beverages’ as we were planning on sleeping out at a hide that evening with the STE team. But, upon arrival, we were informed that a collaring was due to take place the next morning, as a bull elephant known as Barry had a collar that was no longer functioning properly. Michelle asked us whether we would be willing to take a shift keeping watch over Barry as we could not afford to lose track of him over night, before the collaring operation. We happily obliged, as we envisioned a romantic evening under the stars with a few elephants browsing around us; after all, what could possibly go wrong?

So off we set at about 19:00 to take over the shift from Colin, Prince and Isaac. Michelle came with us with the GPS in order for us to find the others, as we were unfamiliar with the area, especially at night. We had been driving for a fair amount of time, and were still quite a distance from Barry’s position at the time. A beautiful red, full moon slowly rose directly in front of us over the vast expanse of African bush, illuminating our surroundings. A few hundred metres further, we were stunned by a large shape running across the road in front of us. We shone the spotlight. Six white rhinos trotted alongside us, including two tiny calves! What a great start to the evening... 
We eventually found the other vehicle, just off the road on some plains with thick thorn bush surrounding the area. They informed us that Barry was close by, accompanied by two other, uncollared bulls. We were convinced that we could see their large silhouettes a few metres ahead of us. With that information, Michelle left us and departed the scene with the others, leaving us to fend for ourselves. We had been given strict instructions not to shine the lights too much as we did not want to disturb the elephants, causing them to move off. We came to the decision that we should double check the position of the elephants in front of us. The headlights were turned on: nothing was in front of us... Oh no. Scanning the spotlight around us proved to be unsuccessful as well. Now offroad, we headed in the direction in which we thought we heard them browsing. After about ten minutes of frantic searching, we turned off the vehicle in order to try locate the elephants by ear again. This also proved to be unsuccessful, so we drove back to where we had stopped when we had arrived. By this time we were fairly stressed out, seeing as we had managed to lose Barry within the first few minutes of our three hour shift. Great.
Fortunately we managed to find Barry and his friends (directly in front of where we had first found the other team). With the elephants in sight, the babysitting began. This involved sitting and listening to the elephants browsing, occasionally shining the spotlight to locate them and moving closer if necessary. It was fortunate that it was full moon as it improved our visibility without the spotlights.
We continued to follow the bulls off road, with one of us shining the spotlight ahead in the thick grass to scout for possible items that would cause punctures. This went on for about three hours, until we reached a point where the bush was too thick for us to follow the elephants by car. We came to the conclusion that we should back-track along our path and find a wider route around the thick thorn bush in order to keep close to the elephants. 
‘PFFFFFSHHHHH!’ 

“Check the petrol gauge, check the petrol gauge!”

It wasn’t the fuel tank, as we were soon sitting lob-sided on our burst tyre. The tyre blew out within a few seconds and upon closer inspection we realised the tyre was completely shredded. We were now sitting in thick thorn bush in the middle of the night, in the middle of nowhere. Our shift was due to end in the next hour, but it would take the others over an hour to reach us as we were about 9 km from the base camp, along roads in terrible condition. We happened to have stopped on a game trail which was great as it provided a flat point on which to place our jack, but this also meant that any creatures wandering through the area were likely to walk straight into us. We had not checked the spare wheel or jack before leaving. This was to our great disadvantage. The spare wheel was fine but the jack was more of a challenge. We literally spent 45 minutes trying to work out how to use the fancy Land-Rover jack, but with no success. This was extremely frustrating, but fortunately Michelle and the others arrived with a more familiar high-lift jack. By this time, we had lost track of Barry and the two bulls completely. Luckily Michelle had come across Barry on their way to us, which was a great relief. 
After changing the tyre, it was time to return home, leaving Michelle, Sarah and Colin to take the next shift into the early hours of the morning. We were given the coordinates for the base camp at Tanda Tula and set off in the direction given by the GPS. Things were going well until the road seemingly disappeared into some plains ahead of us. We followed what appeared to be a road, but which we soon discovered to be a game trail when the single lane track had a large boulder on one side and a tree on the other. 
Needless to say, we got hopelessly lost, and found ourselves driving in circles trying to find the road again. One would think that finding home would be easy with a GPS, but with no programmed roads, and with the GPS compass pointing South when one was facing North, things became more difficult than expected. After an aimless detour of about an hour, we decided to travel back towards where we had left the others, in order to find a more well- defined road. Embarrassingly, we came across the others, who told us they had thought we were poachers when they saw our headlights! Unfortunately, they had lost Barry and kindly led us to the main road which would lead us back home. From there they set off to try and locate Barry one last time, while we headed home. After driving for a further hour and taking a few more wrong turns, we arrived back home at about 3.30 am, tired, cold and hungry. Our three hour shift had turned into an eight hour escapade, but a bowl of chicken potjie made us feel a lot better!

Barry proved to be quite elusive in the end and wasn’t found again. This meant that his collaring would have to be delayed until a later stage, once again. Upon writing this, roughly a month after our experience, Barry was successfully recollared with no further trouble. 
At the time, our adventure was a bit frustrating (and somewhat embarrassing), but we can now look back at the experience with fond memories and a good laugh. 
