‘Last Chance to See’ in Madagascar 


We'd barely stepped into the forest before finding a small troop of white-fronted brown lemurs, munching fruit in the treetops; they were so inquisitive it was hard to tell who was supposed to be watching whom. Then with the help of our guide, Paul, we poked around in the tangled undergrowth and found a panther chameleon, two beautifully camouflaged and perfectly motionless leaf-tailed geckos and a three-foot-long Madagascar tree boa.

Suddenly, it was getting dark and as the sun disappeared below the horizon we heard an unearthly, raucous call straight out of The Blair Witch Project. We stopped and looked at one another. 'That is without a shadow of doubt a herd of pigs being stabbed to death by an evil Malagasy ghost', said a wide-eyed Stephen. Paul laughed and motioned towards the other end of the island. 'Black and white ruffed lemurs', he assured us, 'just settling down for the night'.

We had a bite to eat, deposited our bags into various tents dotted around the forest, and set off into the night.

Almost immediately, we found another chameleon: a pygmy chameleon. It wasn't quite what we had come to Nosy Mangabé to look for, but this is the crème de la crème of chameleons - the Holy Grail for chameleon-watchers.
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'Can I hold it?' asked Stephen. That was usually his first question whenever we got close to any animal smaller than a border collie. I never found out if the enquiry was a veiled 'will I hurt it if I hold it?' or 'will it hurt me if I hold it?'

In this case, I'm sure, it was the former. The pygmy chameleon is one of the smallest chameleons in the world. Small but perfectly formed. 'Good grief!' Stephen enthused, as it climbed onto the tip of his forefinger, 'it's hardly there it's so small'. It was as well made as a proper-sized chameleon, with fused toes, pinhole eyelids, individually rotating eyes and a long curly tail, but was less than half the length of Stephen's finger.

He gently put it back among the leaf litter.

Stephen may be brilliant at many things, but he's not especially good at keeping quiet. In thick rainforest he tends to stagger and stumble instead of walk, neatly placing his full six-foot five-inch frame onto every snappable twig, and not surprisingly he's rarely short of a few things to say.

'OK, Stephen, we need to be as quiet as possible now,' I whispered.

'OK,' came the slightly miffed reply.

'That means no talking.'

'OK.'

'Not even whispering.'

Silence.

We walked deeper into the dark forest.

'AAAGH! WHAT THE BLOODY HELL WAS THAT?' shouted Stephen.

'What?'

'Something brushed against my arm.'

'It was probably just a moth. Sshhh.'

'OK.'

Stagger, stumble, crack. Mutter, groan.

'Sshhh.'

.
