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ACROSS THE KAROO
by Terri Haag

The Great Karoo.  Even the name is somehow romantic and mysterious, suggestive of strange plants, exotic animals and the vibrant smells of a completely different continent, far away under the hot South African sun. 

Imagine my disappointment when I found out the Great Karoo of South Africa looked exactly like Nevada, Colorado, New Mexico and Arizona, where I grew up.  Same limestone and granite rock formations of the same age, same wide, blue skies with billowing cumulous clouds, same dead porcupines by the side of the road, same prickly pear cactus and agaves forlornly lining the fences, same stunning vistas stretching 50 miles across the valleys... .  I had journeyed over 6,000 miles to end up almost precisely where I’d started, and it was breathtaking.

But then Arizona, Colorado, etc. don’t have vast deposits of Permian-age mammal-like reptile fossils, which was why I was in the Great Karoo in the first place, on my way to join two prominent paleontologists on a fossil dig at a secret location.  Talk about adventure!  

My first inkling that I was practically standing on top of some of the most unusual and exciting fossils known to science came with my regular issue of Discover Magazine one month.  In that issue was an article by Dr. Peter Ward about stalking the wily Permian - Triassic (P/T) boundary and the demise of the dicynodonts. Having already moved to Cape Town, South Africa, in August of 1998, this information was riveting, to say the least.

In a bit of unprecedented luck, Ward, an American, was actually in South Africa at the time, collaborating with Dr. Roger Smith of the South African Museum, on a mapping project involving the relative extinctions of Lystrosaurus and Diictodon, two Therapsid mammal-like reptiles of the Dicynodont family, across the P/T boundary.  The information they gathered would hopefully shed light on climactic and geologic conditions present at the time of the extinction, as well as help explain the extinction itself, some 240 million years ago.

I called Dr. Smith and after spending an afternoon with him at the museum, somehow managed to talk my way into joining them on their next dig.  

A few weeks later as David and I rocketed along the straight, empty N2 national highway that connects the Western Cape with the heart of South Africa, bisecting the Karoo in the middle, we marveled at what we were seeing, namely the same things we would be seeing if we were on the Colorado High Plateau.  But that was before the kudus and duikers showed up, launching themselves high into the air in amazing, bounding gallops away from our car, to be lost against the dusty, distant hillsides.  Suddenly, like Dorothy, we weren’t in Kansas anymore.

Our immediate destination was a private game reserve called Tussen die Riviere, the closest place to stay that was anywhere near the fossil zone.  They were booked solid when I called, but after a bit of unconscionable begging on my part, Marina van den Berg, the game warden’s wife who ran the guest facilities, graciously offered her own guest bedroom to us during our stay.  The reserve was home to eland, gemsbok, zebra, baboons, wildebeest, suricates, aardwolves, rock hyrax, shaft-tailed whydahs, hammerkops and dozens of other exotic animals we’d never seen, nor, to be honest, ever even heard of. Not only would we get to see wild dead animals, but also wild live ones, and we were very excited.

Between us and the reserve, however, were still a great number of desert kilometers to cross, so we stopped for the first night in a quaint Karoo town called Colesberg, where we lucked out at the Coniston House Inn.  The house was built in 1835 by Thomas Plewman, an English settler, and has remained in the family to this day, retaining many of the original antiques, heirlooms and carpets.  We were completely charmed by our cozy quarters complete with four-poster bed, mosquito netting and real linen towels, not to mention the hospitality of our host, Mr. Tony Southey.  

That evening we ate good, hearty local fare at the Horse and Mill pub.  At some point we bought a round of drinks, which brought us into contact with two Colesberg residents, Harry and Belinda Gordon.  When we sat down to join them, Harry amazed me by announcing, in Spanish, that I looked like someone who could speak the language!  (Spanish is not exactly the lingua franca of South Africa, remember.)  It turned out Harry was South American, not South African, and was longing to speak his own tongue.  (How  he somehow knew by looking that I spoke Spanish remains a puzzle.)

Fortuitously, Belinda was a font of information and the curator of the small local museum, which we visited the next day.  From the very interesting specimens labeled, “fossilized animal liver” (jasper) and “fossil ferns” (dendrites), to original photographs from the Anglo-Boer War and artifacts from The Great Trek, the museum was delightfully full of social and natural history.  David even bought an antique canteen from the gift shop to add to his collection of old surveying and geology instruments.

After another day of serious driving we finally arrived at Tussen di Riviere, where we were welcomed by Marina, Francois, and their two beautiful and enterprising young sons, Paul and Jacques.  That night we ate at their table and enjoyed the incredible quiet and amazingly bright sky of a night far from any city, deep in the African bush.  The only thing disturbing the silence was the snoring of our ancient cocker spaniel, whom we had dragged along on the trip for her own edification, and also because we couldn’t find a dog-sitter.

The next morning we toured the park, spotting amazing African wild animals at every turn in the road, including a gigantic monitor lizard luxuriating in the cool mud of a river bend and a hammerkop (hammer-head) bird, which plucked a frog out of the muck with its beak as we watched, and flew away with it.

And then we drove some more.  At last, however, we reached the rendezvous site with the fossil crowd, out in distant outcrops, across farmer’s fields, through gates, over hill and dale, around termite mound and anteater hole and into the wilderness.  Then we hiked.  It was hot.  It was dry.  It was wonderful.

_____

Two hundred and fifty million years ago, as strange as it seems, southern Africa was just shaking off a great Ice Age.  As the sheets of ice retreated they scoured out what is now known as the Karoo Basin, leaving more temperate climes in their wake.  Swamps as well as drier regions formed and became host to one of the more interesting groups of our animal ancestors yet discovered: ancient reptiles with very mammalian features.  

Some, like the bizarre Pareiasaurus, with it’s massive, knobby head and buffoonish skeleton, look like a cosmic joke.  Others, like Moschops, with its tiny little skull, toothy grin and enormous barrel chest, just look like the artist’s proportions got a bit ‘off.’  Even Lystrosaurus is hard to take seriously as an ancestor, looking as it does, like something that ran into a large rock at high speed.  

It is when one comes to cynodonts like Thrinaxodon that things get really weird:  add external ears to the drawings of Thrinaxodon and you basically have a dog, complete with incisors, canines, cusped molars and a bony, secondary palate in the roof of the mouth.  It is this palate enhancement that really tells a compelling tale, to wit: it is universally present in mammals today and allows them to chew food and breathe at the same time.  Its presence in the mammal-like reptiles suggests the need for uninterrupted respiration, ergo, a high metabolic rate, and therefore... endothermy.  What we have then, is warm-bloodedness, or something closely approaching it, over 200 million years ago.

In fact, one rodent-like creature called Tritylodon was so confusing to early investigators that, based on its advanced dentition and other cranial features, it was actually classified as a mammal.  Unfortunately, despite their obvious advancement, there is still no known, direct link between these extinct mammal-like reptiles and the first known mammals, and it isn’t until much later, in the Upper Triassic, that we find one of the earliest African mammals known, a 13 cm-long insectivore called Megazostrodon.

Besides the unique fauna, one thing that makes the Karoo so special to paleontologists is that Karoo sediments remained remarkably intact, leaving a 50 million-year stretch of the fossil record preserved in the rocks.  The oldest Karoo fossils date to approximately 240 mya and are found in the southwest Karoo, around Sutherland, Laingsburg and Prince Albert, while the youngest date to around 190 mya, and come from the Drakensberg Mountain region.  In between, scattered around every koppie (hill) and bend in the road are nodules containing skulls, bones and other bits and pieces of animals so ancient that when they walked the earth, the dinosaurs were still just a gleam in God’s eye.

Little evidence of animal life is found in the Karoo sediments after the 190 million year date due to an age of volcanism and tectonic activity that reduced the whole region to the geologic equivalent of smoking toast.  But not all critters got crisped:  Lystrosaurus has been found as far away as India, China, Antarctica and recently, Russia, indicating that he was either one hell of a swimmer or that the theories of continental drift and a single primordial zip code corresponding to Gondwanaland have some merit after all. 

But back to Roger Smith, Peter Ward and cohorts.  Dave and I found them midway up a steep koppie under a tree, taking a break after a hard morning of fossil-finding.  In fact, it was hard not to find fossils - like parts of the South Dakota badlands, fossils are underfoot all over the Karoo. This is both the good news and the bad news.  The good news is that, Hey!  There are fabulous fossils all over the place!  The bad news is that it is absolutely illegal to collect them without a permit from the government which is extremely hard to come by and only obtained with platinum credentials.  

This left me in a terrible moral quandary during which my natural acquisitiveness regarding all things fossiliferous warred murderously with my desire not to be summarily thrown out of the country or into prison.  (But enough about me.  Forget I even mentioned it.)  

While not hard to find fossils, even terrific fossils, even fossils that I literally cried tears over having to leave “rotting” in the dust, it was considerably less easy to find the right fossils, i.e. the ones Smith and Ward were looking for, namely, perfect skulls of Lystrosaurus and Diictodon.  And not just any old Lystros or Diictos, either.  Only ones in the correct stratum were admissible into evidence for their theories.

What theories?  Funny you should ask.  Mainly they wouldn’t tell me very much about their theories, having somewhere gotten the completely erroneous impression that American journalists were inveterate (also often invertebrate) blabbermouths who couldn’t be trusted not to scoop the authors on their own work just before Science or Nature published their defining paper on the subject.  Whatever subject that might be.  Something to do with which animals got to pass GO! at the P/T finish line and collect $200 and which ones had to go extinct instead.

In any event it was fascinating to watch.  While Ward dutifully traipsed up one hill and down another with a stratigraphy-marking thing, Smith humiliated his staff by back-tracking over ground they had just walked over and peered closely at for anything Lystrosaurus-like (but not finding), and saying, “Oh, look, there’s another one you guys missed.”  (Someday if you read about a famous South African paleontologist tragically beaten to death with the thigh bone of a therapsid by one his field crew, you’ll know why.)  

When someone did find a significant fossil, the site was carefully marked with wadded up toilet paper, a practice I found more than passing strange.  Roger laughed.  “We use it because it decomposes quickly and doesn’t screw up the environment, but we can still see it easily.”

I allowed as how that might be true, but where I came from one didn’t generally dig around in piles of wadded up toilet paper out in the toolies.  Unless of course one was actually looking for pre-ossified coprolites, in which case one was sure to find them.

“Speaking of coprolites,” said Roger, “look here... .”  He bent over and picked up a beautiful little pinkish, mammal-like reptile dropping out of the sand at his feet. 

I wanted to find a coprolite, too.  It wasn’t fair.  I looked around for a thigh bone to bean him with.  

After that it was uphill all the way.  Literally.  We scrambled over acres of the wrong rocks looking for the right rocks - ancient skulls buried for over 200 million years.  We found a few and no doubt missed a few, but when we finally knocked off for the day, I was tired, hot, scratched and disgusted but strangely happy.  The African bush does that to you.  Even the worst day fossil hunting in the Karoo beats the best day I ever had working at a desk.

That evening we sat quenching our thirst with Castle Lagers in the quintessential Colonial-style bar of a once-grand but now slightly decrepit hotel in Middleburg.  The barman was congenial and quick and at least one of the patrons was a character straight out of a B-movie - the last, florid stereotype of a small town Afrikaner to be found in all of the New South Africa.  And we found him, alive and well in the Karoo.  

The next morning we pushed on to the south to visit one of the most remarkable places I’ve ever seen.  We were headed for a sheep ranch called Wellwood, but not any ordinary sheep ranch.  This sheep ranch was the ancestral home of the Rubidges, one of the most famous families in South African science and probably the foremost paleontological family in the world.  Fossils were as much a part of their heritage as wulfenite was of mine.

Since this was a private home and working ranch, not a museum, it was necessary to make advance arrangements to see what can only be described as one of the best mammal-like reptile collections in the world and the only collection of its kind in private hands, anywhere.

We were met at the door by Marion Rubidge and ushered into her light and airy back parlor, where she graciously served us tea off a rolling cart, complete with cloth napkins and dainty “biscuits” (cookies).  On the walls were numerous pictures of handsome rams, all wearing large blue ribbons around their necks, marked with the date of sale, the name, age and weight of the studly fellows in question, and the prices they had commanded in pre-inflation Rands.  They were very impressive figures indeed.  

Obviously the Rubidges were serious about their sheep.  In fact, because the region was in the middle of a terrible drought, they were even more serious than usual - watering and feeding was being done by hand, and if the drought continued the Rubidges and other ranchers in the area stood to lose hundreds, possibly thousands, of animals.  I gazed out over the green lawns and rose gardens surrounding Wellwood, thinking sadly that unless the drought lifted soon, they too might go the way of the dicynodonts.

Marion, however, had no time for maudlin pondering.  Quite the contrary.  We were intruding into what must have been a very busy day for her, and after tea, she took us out to show us the Rubidge fossil collection, which was housed in an unpretentious stone building nearby.  And even though I had heard about the collection, I wasn’t prepared for what I was about to see.  In the glass cases surrounding the walls were not only perfect specimens of whole skulls of dozens of mammal-like reptiles, but many were the very first examples of those beasts ever found, therefore the type specimens for that animal.  Moreover, virtually every other skull came with the species name “rubidgei” attached.  Not only did the Rubidges own and curate these beasts, they had originally found them, described them and named them.  Milleretta rubidgei,  Dinogorgon rubidgei, Pareiasaurus rubidgei... it went on and on.  

“It was a actually my husband Robert’s grandfather, Sidney Henry Rubidge who found most of these,” Marion explained.  “I think he discovered and described 117 new species in all.”

I said he must have been one heck of a paleontologist.

“Oh, no,” Marion countered, “he wasn’t a professional paleontologist at all.  He was a rancher.  He found the first fossil on a picnic in 1934 when one of his children asked him what a fossil was.  He more or less walked around until he found a rock with teeth, picked it up and told her, ‘Here, this is a fossil.’  It turned out to be this one right here.”  She pointed to one of the most fearsome fossils in the place, a massive, ferociously fanged Gorgonopsid of the family, you guessed it, Rubidgeidae, named, yup, Dinogorgon rubidgei. 

 These people were serious about fossils!

I spent the next hour or so happily examining such demons of the past as Smilesaurus ferox, a well-named monster straight out of the Alien movies.  It had a longish snout filled to overflowing with the most terrifying teeth I’ve ever seen.  Somehow even T. rex teeth didn’t inspire the sense of horror in me that these did.  To see them is to imagine them coming after you, slashing and slavering, and to imagine that is a little like being in a waking nightmare.  

Other teeth on display, while not as terrible, were certainly still interesting.  The Pareiasaurus rubidgei specimen sported lovely chompers with beautifully intact enamel.  Even the less contentious vegetarians such as the globe-trotting Lystrosaurus and the innocuous Diictodon had sharp, horny beaks for ripping tough vegetation, and even they came equipped with a couple of large, impressive tusks, just in case you thought they might have made good pets.

“You must visit Dr. James Kitching while you are here,” Marion encouraged.  “He lives near here in Graaff-Reinet, and is another very, very well-known paleontologist.  In fact he found the Lystrosaurus specimen in Antarctica that helped to confirm the theory of continental drift.”

It wasn’t the first time I’d heard Dr. Kitching’s name.  In fact it was he who had found the wonderful Smilesaurus specimen which had so captured my imagination and scared me out of a subsequent night’s sleep.  While it was doubtful that we would meet Dr. Kitching on this trip, I vowed that I would try to contact him in the near future.

I could have stayed in that small building for days on end, however it was time to let the Rubidges get back to their business of feeding and caring for drought-stricken animals, to say nothing of just managing a rambunctious farm family.  We reluctantly said a fond goodbye and moved on south toward Graaff-Reinet and further adventures in the Great Karoo.

Inspired, I vowed to spend the next several years stomping industriously around in the bush, finding important fossils which would all bear the melodious species appellation, haagei.  We would buy a ranch and raise cocker spaniels, all of whom would win blue ribbons and command high prices.  There would never be a drought and our children would become world-famous paleo-geologists.  

“Hey, there’s a dead porcupine,” David said, braking the car and interrupting my reverie.  

We stopped.  It was too late for the porcupine, but he had littered the roadside with his lovely brown- and white-striped quills, which I quite happily collected for their decor possibilities and as a reminder that all 

life is fleeting, whether it was lived 250 million years in the past or just a few days ago.  

The rest of our journey was relatively uneventful, apart from a lovely hour spent in New Bethseda at the Owl House, the home of an eccentric and ultimately suicidal recluse named Helen Martins, who covered every inch of her inside walls with colored crushed glass and every inch of her yard with whimsical glass and cement sculptures of camels, wise men, giant birds, supple dancers and imaginary beasties which only someone slightly mentally askew living all alone in a tiny, remote town in the Karoo, could have conceived. 

After that it was homeward bound, and we left the dust and heat of the Great Karoo with its fossils and eccentrics behind to return to our lovely house in Cape Town (with its own eccentrics), overlooking the sea and the mountains, smack at the bottom of Africa and nearly at the bottom of the planet.  

Back home that evening, sipping another Castle Lager, still in a philosophical frame of mind, I hoped that for us, unlike the unfortunate porcupine or the ancient Smilesaurus, our adventures in Africa are still just beginning....

Side-bar opinion piece:
While one can understand the concerns of academic paleontologists everywhere that their life’s work and the intellectual heritage of the world not be destroyed by careless, unscrupulous or simply ignorant fossil collectors, it is difficult to understand why those same people world-wide are perfectly willing to allow thousand of less important fossil specimens to deteriorate to the point of scientific and financial worthlessness rather than support regulated commercial collecting.  

South Africa in particular has been extremely successful in regulating the collection and private ownership of both diamonds and gold, as well as the international export of these commodities.  Apart from the fact that neither diamonds nor gold are in the slightest danger of imminent destruction through natural weathering, why are fossils any different?  The amount of foreign currency lost to South Africa annually in terms of potential sales of fossils could fund hundreds of educational facilities, provide stipends for graduate students, buy books for thousands of South African children and increase national awareness of this incredible national treasure.

At the same time, allowing the licensed, regulated sale of certain fossils would greatly enrich the collections of international museums and private individuals world-wide.  This dissemination of scientifically unimportant but educationally and financially important, fossils could only benefit South Africans while promoting the free flow of global scientific information and international goodwill.

The author highly encourages interested collectors and dealers to write to the South African government and express their willingness to purchase common or scientifically unimportant fossils and specifically state the amounts that they might potentially spend on such specimens, should the South African laws on fossil collection and sale ever be changed. 
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