The Greatest Show on Earth

By Wilson Lee

Etosha National Park, Namibia – The late afternoon sun sinks slowly and dramatically like a stage curtain signaling the end of one act and the beginning of the next. The harsh barren landscape is ablaze in spectacularly alarming hues of orange and red. And an eerie calm falls over the assembled group of spectators, broken only by hushed whispers and the clicks and whirs of cameras being loaded and readied. 

The sense of awe and anticipation is palpable as the greatest show on earth is about to get underway at the Okaukuejo watering hole, located in the south-central part of Etosha National Park, indisputably Africa’s greatest game park. 

Spanning 20,000 square kilometres, Etosha lies in the northern region of Namibia and is home to some of the rarest and largest population of animals in Africa, including black and white rhinos, lions, elephants, impala and a dizzying profusion of other wildlife.

Darkness comes tantalizing slowly. But as the sun dips below the horizon in fading glory, floodlights bathe the watering hole cum stage in a luminescent light, creating a sense of the netherworld.  The first of many actors begin to make their entrance in a real life or death drama that is played out nightly to a capacity audience made up mostly of traveling Germans, South Africans, other assorted Europeans and, of course, Canadians.

We sit silently in mesmerized stillness on benches encircling the watering hole. Danger permeates the air. The distance between the watering hole and the benches is little more than a running leap for a lion. And, the low wooden fence separating the audience from the animals is nothing more than an irritation for a charging elephant or rhinoceros. But the floodlights seem to create a solid barrier and the opportunity to see some of the world’s most majestic creatures is enough to placate our fear. 

A barely discernable speck on the horizon begins to move glacially, tentatively. As it moves haltingly in fits and starts, the distinct silhouette of a giraffe becomes apparent. Although thirsty from a day spent in furtive evasion, the giraffe moves with infinite patience, scanning the horizon for danger, smelling the air for threats. Suddenly, it freezes, its senses working frantically to determine the nature and direction of the threat. Faced with the choice of another day without water and an inevitable confrontation with a lioness, it bolts into the darkness.

The tension of anticipation dissipates and an audible, collective sigh of disappointment ripples through the crowd.  But this is only the first act and as the second begins, the crowd again falls silent.

Emerging from the cloak of darkness that surrounds the periphery of the watering hole, a Black rhinoceros walks unhesitatingly to the edge of the watering hole and begins to slake its dry throat hungrily. But before it can quench its thirst another rhino appears and demands its attention. The two rhinos stand horn-to-horn, snorting menacingly and kicking up small clouds of dust in threatening gestures. But before the confrontation spirals out of control, another rhino appears, momentarily distracting the two long enough to remind them all of their first priority – water. 

As the rhinos lap at the water, quenching a thirst as intense as Namibia’s climate, three elephants walk past them like apparitions, their heavy feet falling gently like giant snowflakes crashing into the ground. Illuminated ghostly white by the floodlights, they appear larger than life. The silent crowd grows even more silent, the quiet pressing down, our collective breaths held for fear of losing the moment. Awe, like fear, makes time seem to stand still.  

And for a moment, all the animals at the watering hole, including the pachyderms, stop. They too seem to sense danger. Somewhere, out there, in the enveloping darkness as thick as molasses something stirs, something big enough to make even the seemingly invincible elephant and rhinoceros hesitate. 

Eyes, telephoto lenses, camcorders and binoculars scan the edge of darkness around the watering hole. But the only sign of danger is the reaction of the thirsty animals at the watering hole, their necks craning, their ears twitching, their noses sniffing. An antelope bolts, a jackal scurries, but still the lurking danger remains invisible. 

Then, like a thief in the night, a lioness stealthily slinks out of the darkness. Her padded paws carry her silently to the water. As she lowers her head to lap at the water, her eyes remain alert to the opportunity of an easy dinner and her muscular haunches and shoulder appear ready to explode into a deathly leap. Another lioness joins her. The tension is as thick as the darkness. 

Behind the two lionesses follow a litter of cubs, six in all. Like overgrown kittens, the cubs move awkwardly, falling over each other, lacking the deadly grace of their parents. They join their mothers at the watering hole and drink happily, oblivious of the fear their presence engenders among the others. 

As the lions melt back into the darkness and disappear, another set of actors begin to emerge and tentatively approach the watering hole in a tantalizingly slow procession of life and death, an encore of the night’s earlier performance.

Although the Okaukuejo watering hole may provide the most dramatic display of African wildlife, the numerous watering holes on the edge of the vast Etosha Pan, a 5000 square kilometre shallow depression of white cracked mud, guarantee sightings of rhinos, elephants, lions and other elusive animals night and day.

The next morning, on the drive from Okaukuejo to Namutoni, the eastern most rest camp in the park, we spot herds of elephants, kudu, zebras, a lioness jealously guarding a giraffe carcass, and other assorted wildlife too numerous to mention. 

But like encountering a busker on the street following a night at the opera, our reactions are appreciative but somewhat muted after having been treated to a spectacle that can only be described in hyperbolical terms.

