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If a small dog has one wish it is to live as wild as the wind.
No concrete or wire to keep him in, no fear to hold him.

All night Nkulu dreamt of freedom. As the sun dropped like a burning
stone from the African sky, he curled up to sleep under the dancing
figures of human hunters etched on the rocks ten thousand years ago. He
had no fire to warm him, no family near by to comfort him. He was
weary and cold, lonely and nearly out of hope. Dreams came down to
embrace him. He was a tiny puppy again; the smell of his mother’s teat
under his nose and the taste of warm milk; all around his eleven brothers
and sisters turning each other inside out with curiosity.
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Nkulu was a special kind of dog, a Painted Hunting Dog, and one of the
last of his kind. Zimbabwe was his home. When he was so small he could
tumble under his mother’s nose, and her tongue felt like a warm blanket,
she told him three things: First, every creature is fitted to its own way of
life, its niche. If they hurt or maim, it is because that is their place in the
ecosystem. If they delight, that too is to help them live. Second, humans
don’t fit. They have lost their niche and are searching all the time to find
where it was they came from. When humans realise they are part of
nature, that they need it to be warm and happy and safe, then the world
will come to rights. In the meantime, beware humans! Some are good and
some are bad and many are making up their minds. Finally, never stop
loving, questioning, learning and adapting.
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[…Nkulu grows up and leaves with his brother to start his own pack,
until one day…]
The dogs returned one morning, bellies full from a successful hunt, to
find a small gathering of young baboons, scampering and shrieking about
right over their den. Nkulu gave a deep throaty bark to scare off the
youngsters. Their mothers started barking too, but the game was too
exciting. Holding his tail playfully high, Boniso ran at the young baboons
and chased them through the undergrowth, Nkulu right behind him in
high spirits. The baboons scattered in all directions.

Suddenly Boniso stopped. But Nkulu could tell that this was not his own
decision. Something was holding him. His brother appeared caught by
some terrible magic. He was struggling and writhing, his neck bleeding.
Nkulu approached anxiously, sniffing all the time to identify this strange
foe. He could detect humans, but only a mild scent: no humans were
close by. He went to his brother who was twisting and choking. He put
his nose to his brother’s nose, but this did not seem to comfort him. He
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barked to warn off the evil danger, but to no avail. Frantic, he turned to
look for how he could help, but as he swung round, he himself got
caught. A wire noose had slipped over his head but as he pulled away it
got tighter ‘til he could not breath. Terrified, Nkulu looked to his brother,
whose eyes were becoming dull, his life force ebbing away.

[….Nkulu is rescued by Chipo, a human boy, and taken to the Painted
Dog Conservation project for treatment, 500 miles away…]

Under the care of the project, Nkulu recovered his strength, his torn skin
knitted together and he felt strong again. It took weeks, but slowly the
feelings he thought would never come back began to ripple under his
skin. Even though they let him into a bigger enclosure with trees and
space, and even though he was fed fine meat, Nkulu felt desperate to run
and hunt and be wild again. He paced the wire walls of his cage, watching
and envying the wildlife outside. At night, lions came and taunted him
through the wire and he was terrified. At dusk, kudu wandered by as
though he were not a great hunter of great hunting lineage. What worried
him most was to know what had happened to his family. Nkulu longed to
be free. He would jump at the wire higher and higher to try to escape. But
in the morning he always found himself inside, where life, precious
though it was to him, was but a pale reflection of what it had been.
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Finally Greg [the vet at the PDC] felt it was time to let Nkululeko back
into the wild. But he worried. The dogs are so vulnerable to being killed
by snares and run over on the roads. He wanted to let this animal that he
had nurtured have the very best chance of surviving. He plotted to let
Nkulu go in the vicinity of the National Park, where no snaring is allowed
and guards protect the animals. Greg also knew there was a group of
females who might accept him into their pack. He did not know that
Nkulu would have other ideas.

[…Nkulu is released into the wild. Chapter Four – In which the intrepid
little dog makes his way across the whole of Zimbabwe alone, in a quest
to find his family…]

Instinctively, Nkululeko knew to head east. He had no passport or
compass, but something inside which biology had made was better than
all human technologies.
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Travelling south east he did not pass Mosi ao Ttunya, the Smoke that
Thunders – also known as Victoria Falls, a place where the Zambezi
drops into the largest single waterfall in the world. He missed out too on
Lake Kariba formed by humans damming the river in the 1950s. But
Nkululeko was not in the mood for sight-seeing. Freed from the wire of
his cage, he thought only of his family, not knowing whether they were
dead or alive. He followed the railway over 100 kilometres in a straight
line. Down to Gwayi and beyond…

[Nkulu spends one night at an ancient rock art site (Photos: www.africanrockart.org]

…After weeks of walking Nkululeko found his paws treading the stones
of Great Zimbabwe. The faces of these ancient rocks were painted with
lichen. Here he slept on the highest place of all. Above him towered a
rock like a great bird. As he slept he dreamt of humans, shamans, great
speakers and warriors. He dreamt of people and in their hands he saw
elephant and warthog tusks, coral and copper spiral rings, small sheets of
beaten gold, tiny bronze hawkbells, Indian coloured glass beads, Chinese
dishes in delicate blues and greens. When he woke he wondered where
the people who had danced in his dreams had gone, now that Great
Zimbabwe was a silent majestic ruin. It is said that the people he dreamt
of eventually cut all the wood and exhausted all the soil with tilling and,
unable to sustain themselves, died out. Nkululeko breathed in the air of
the vast vista and set off.
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[…He is reunited with his family, and then one night…]

…A year later, when the moon promised to be full and shed light on the
grazing prey, Nkulu and his pack set off to hunt. Lily danced at his
shoulder and seven yearling pups were shepherded by Mariposa behind.
It was their first hunt together and he was proud to be teaching them what
dogs do best. As he stepped out onto the sandy road between the den and
the vlei, he saw a human being. Two eyes were gazing at him in wonder.

They were the same eyes who had looked through the wire of his cage
when Nkulu lay sick in hospital. Nkulu blinked and turned to face Chipo.
With certain paw he led his whole family down the road towards this
strange and contradictory creature, the human being. His mother’s words
came to him, ‘some humans are good and some are bad and some are still
making up their minds. When humans realise they need nature to be
warm and safe the world will come to rights’.
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Nkulu knew that this was a good human, at least that he was trying with
all his might. He stopped within a hair’s breadth of Chipo so that the two
of them exchanged silence. He gave gentle contact call and then turned,
with freedom in his stride, into the deep forest.
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