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n the back seat ofour
Land Cruiser. it feels

utterly surreal. Champ
and Mhepo are lying
contentedly on the laps

of two minders, being
held as you might hold a

giant baby, while they are driven to a secret

location for their breal<fast. Champ turns
shyly in my direction, then closes his eyes;

Mhepo is wide awake and restless.
"These two pangolins have walked very

interesting paths, but they've survived,"
Lisa Hywood says of her scaly passengers,

which look like toy dinosaurs. Champ had
been blinded in both eyes by a spitting cobra.

Mhepo had been rescued from the il1ega1

wildlife trade, her hands and claws badly
damaged as if they'd been slammed in a

door several times.
Ifanyone could help them recover,

it would be Lisa. A world authority on
pangolins, she's the founder of the Tikld
Hywood Foundation (THF), a conserrration

chariq'based in Zimbabwe that *'orks to
protect lesser-knou'n endangered species

and return rescued animais to the r'r'ild.

In recent,vears, much of her rvork has

focused on pangolins, with about 5o-6o
rescued annr-raI11,.

Pangolins have the unenviable leputatiorl
of being the norld's most traffickcd artirnal,
hence tl-re seclec,v around where u-e are. This
rescue centre isr-t't open to the public. but
I've been allorned to see THF's lr'ork r'vith

these m,vsterious little marnmals.
In r6 ,vears of tr-ar.el1ing to Africa, 1'r,e never
spotted a pangolin, so when I fir-st see these

two in their large wooden crate (a sr-rbstitute

for their dens in the wild), I'm mesmerised
by their extraordinary scaly bodies (the size

ofa spaniel), their funnel-shaped faces and
sleepy 1itt1e e,ves.

Champ breaks the spel1 by u'eeins in his
crate, rolling in his urine and rr,rbbing it
around his body as ifit rvere shorver gel. In a

way it is - pangolins can't clean themseives
easily because of their scales, ar-rd the

ammonia in their r-rrir.re kil1s the bugs. Then
a rninder puts him on tl-re scales: they're
neighed on waking up, and before and after
salk.. Champ weighs in al an impressire
rr.45kg, u,hi1e Mhepo, being female, is

almost a kilo lighter.

These are ground pangolins, Smutsra

temntinckit, the onl,v species that roams
Zlmbabu,e's wild places. Found tl'rroughor-rt

southern and eastern Africa. their habitats
con-sist of savannair r,voodland. scrub and
sandl' floodplains.

Mostl,v nocturnal and solitary charactets,
pangolins are an enigma: no one knows
horr-man,v there are or hon'1ong they live.
"There's so much we don't ltnorv about
them. They're very cleve-r-, though," Lisa tells
me. "People severely underestimate their
intelligence just because the1,'re funny-
looking creatures."

Above: pangolins
are born with soft
scales that quickly
start to harden.
Right: poachers
capture and kill
the species
for its scales.
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arthritis to male impotence, the scales are

used in traditional medicine, particularly in
China and Vietnam. Pangolin meat is also

considered a delicacy in the Far East. Since

the Asian pangolins have been poached to
virtual extinction, i11ega1 traders have turned
to the African species - the number and
size of seizures has risen dramatically
over recent years. "We don't know r,l'hether

the scales they're ilading are fresh - that is,

recently 1cil1ed - or sti11 fi-om hunters' old
stockpiles," explains Lisa.

Closer to home, the bushmeat trade
withln west and central Africa is adding
to the pangolin's woes, with bushmeat
traders jurnplng on the bandwagon of
Asian demand for scales.

"Before, they would cook the entire
pangolin on the fire," she continues.
"Now they boil it to get the scales offthen
sell the scales and eat the meat. If scales

look charred, they're likely to be o1d."

Despite limited resources, Zimbabwe is

one of the most proactive countries in Africa
when it comes to pangolin conser-vation and
i11ega1 wildlife trade prosecutions. In zor8,
rr4 suspects were arrested for iliegal n'ildlife
offences, resuiting in 6o poachers being
sentenced to a minimum nine years in jal1

for their first offence, a sentencing policy

that is a true deterrent to poaching.

Watching Champ and Mhepo as they
forage, it seems unconscionable that these

harmless, charismatic creatures should be

so persecuted. Champ is a feisty guy, rolling
jofully in fresh zebra dung and sniffing
loudly around leaflitter, busily digging for
ants. Mhepo is more precious. scraping

half-heartedly because her ciaws are still
not fully recovered. But they're fussy eaters.

Mhepo walks away from one teeming colony
to terrorise a tastier but far smaller number
ofants discovered after a minder turns over

a rock: she laps them up with her sticky pink
tongue, rvhich looks like an elongated worm.

A keystone species, the pangolin helps
maintain the natural balance in the
landscape by keeplng ant and termite
populations in check. They're perfectly

designed for catching their prey Their
strong claws rip into nests and termite
mounds. Their tongues, which are as long
as their torso and fixed from their pelvls,

stretch easily into the depths ofnests. They
don't have teeth - they use smal1 stones in
their stomachs to grind food, similar to a ,,
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3$ There's no guarantee of spotting
the species, but given Zimbabwe's
commitment to pangolin protection,

the country's national parks, at least,
offer hope of a sighting and certainly
merit support.
}i Avoiding the rainy season, the best time
to visit is between June and November.

83 Africa Conservation Travel

(af ricaconservationtravel.com)

arranges trips across Zimbabwe,
with a percentage of revenue being
distributed to conservation and

commu nity-development organisations.
Other tour operators offering trips
to Zimbabwe include Expert Africa
(expertaf rica.com) and Yel low Zebra

Safaris (yellowzebrasafaris.com), both
of which also contribute to charities
working in the areas they travel to.
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bird's gizzard. To protect themselves fi-orn
ant attacks, a third evelid closes across the
e)re and the,v stop breathir]g when ther
delve into a nest, suckitg up the insects
as if they're drinking fi-om a strani

Lisa first stalted rn,alking rvith pangolins
rvhen she rescued Negomo 25 years ago.
"Her smell was intense. she lrad btLbbles

coming out of hel.' nose, which r.vasn t good.
I'd never seen a pangolitr before, so didt'r't
know what to do." she confesses. "Br,rt that
little lady was the most patient I've er.er

come across. She taught me everlthinq
I know about pangolins. T didn't want to
lness up her s1'stern r,r'ith the wrong diet,
so I walked witl.r her rvhile she foraged."

Three years 1ater, they released her.. "That
rr,as a rollercoaster of emotlons," Lisa recalls.
"But seeing a pangoiin in the wild - nothing
can prepare yoLr lol that."
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Lisa is at pains to stress that their lescue
cerrtre is r corrlro leJ ertrironrncrrL. nol
captivitl'. Everv pangolir-t has a carer or
minder r-rntil the1"r-e readv to return to the
wild. Thev sleep in r ooden denning crates
with blankets. all dark and comforting
lihe a blrrrou' at-rd. for about four
hours a da1, thev forage on their natural
diet, rvith carers foilou'ir-ig thern n,hereveL
the,v care to go.

"Fer.v pangolins sLLnir,e in capliviq..," Lisa
te11s me. "There are three issues
their diet. tireir sensitivih and
their stress factor they
should never be in I
captiviry In or-u rehab,
lhel get ro think lile
pangolins again *
and they get their I

jr ;@&

)

tracli. Our whole aim is to get them back
in the rvild, however long that takes."

Br-rt rvild places are becorring ever scarcer
and more r.ulnerab1e, ti'rreatened bv humalt
encroachment. The THF is vehementlv

agalnst animals being hept in captivitr,,.
"Today, people are more inclined to
go zokm down the road to see a

pangolin in a cage than go on a once-
in-a-lifetime trip to Africa and

b. experience that romantic,

t mystical, beautiful
journey to see animals

in their natural
environment," Lisa
opines. "We're
losing so much of
the essence ofthe
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An animal on the edge
All eight species of pangolin the white-bellied pangolin
are threatened with is Endangered. Aiming to
extinction. Of the four Asian highlight the plight of African
species, the Chinese, Sunda species, Pangolin.Africa
and Philippine species released a powerful free-to-
are Critically Endangered, view film, Eye of the Pangolin,
while the lndian species is capturing all four species
Endangered. Theii cousins on camera for the first time.
on the African continent - The film will be translated
the black-bellied pangolin, into African languages and
giant ground pangolin and shown in high-poaching
ground pangolin - are all areas across the continent.
classedasVulnerable,while pangolin.africalthe-film
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