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Plenty of young children say they want to work with animals when they grow up, but not many achieve
their wish quite as spectacularly as Claire Vial. With determination, a clear vision and a stroke of luck,
Claire made her dream come true. The photographer, co-author of animal books and safari tour-guide

now gets up close and personal with wild animals on a regular basis.

There are wild animals and there are
wild animals. Here, we're talking lions,
hippos and elephants. We're talking Africa.

Opver the past eleven years, Claire has
made nine trips to the great continent. The
first was as a volunteer on a conservation
project and the most recent was to lead a
group of Kiwis on safari.

It started, believe it or not, on Auckland’s North Shore
where, as a child, Claire would spend her pocket money on a
magazine called The World of Animals.

‘I grew up loving animals,” she says. “We had pets in
the family; my uncle had a farm — all that sort of rhing. |
thought I would be a ver, but then decided I would be a
zoologist because [ really wanred to be in touch with the big
charismatic animals of Africa.’

Having completed her zoology degree, Claire focused
on getting to Africa. She found a book listing the addresses

of conservation agencies and wrote to around 50 of them,
offering her services as a volunteer.

‘It took a while to ger replies, and unfortunately they were
all “no” — and then I got a phone call...”

On the end of the line was Dr Karen Ross, author of a
book and BBC series titled Okavango — Jewel of the Kalahari,
‘T knew all abour her,” Claire says — admitting that she hadn’
prepared herself for an actual invitation and had to make up
her mind on the spot. ‘Of course [ said ves.’
fending off hippos

Two weeks later, Claire landed on a tiny airstrip in Maun,
Botswana. ‘I waited for two hours in the middle of nowhere,
in 40° heat, wondering what [ had done! But then a car arrived
with a driver apologising abour keeping “African time”.’

Claire worked for Conservation International, an American
NGO (non-government organisation) for 18 months. For half of
thar time she researched the impact of human development on
a bird called the African Skimmer. This involved raking a boat
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out on her own — armed with camera, spotting scope, food and
water — and spending the day studying the bird while keeping
a wary eye out for crocodiles and hippos. ‘I learnt quickly,”
she says, ‘and developed an immense respect for hippos.’

They are Africa’s number one killer mammal; very territorial
and prone to making life difficult for anyone wanting to pass
them in a river, she says. Claire survived many hippo encounters
and even one with a crocodile longer than her boat!

Last year, 10 years after Claire completed her African Skimmer
project, the bird was added to Botswana’s protected species list.
‘I was stoked that my effort had come to fruition,” she says.
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Claire purt her field experience to use studying for a
post-graduate diploma in wildlife management at Orago
University. Having completed that, it was back to Africa,
this time to Addo Elephant Narional Park in Port Elizabeth,
South Africa, and up o the Okavango Delta in Borswana
to work in a safari lodge, increasing her knowledge and
understanding of the region’s animals and birds.

[t was during this period that she raught herself photography.
‘I learnt by trial and error. Some of the results were shockingly
bad, but I had so many photographs that I managed to come
back to New Zealand with a pretty good selection.” Once home
she contacted phoro libraries with samples of her work and, in
the process, made contact with Graham Meadows, a former
Auckland Zoo ver who publishes animal-related books. The
pair clicked and the rest is publishing history — together they've
had 40 titles published.

Their internationally distributed World of Animals book
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series, which covers mammals, repriles, invertebrates and spiders,
is richly photographed and jam-packed with information for
seven-to eight year-olds. Future editions will cover birds.
Claire says she enjoys interacting with her readers and visits
schools as part of the NZ Book Council project encouraging
children to meet writers. “They are always so enthusiastic!” she says.

While photographing animals is a good enough excuse
for Claire to return to Africa, she has taken her interest a step
further with the development of a safari tour business. The
experience of being in the wild is so dramarically different to
visiting a zoo, she says, and each visit ro Africa still blows her
away. ‘T really wanted to share the first-hand experience of this
wildlife with other people.’

Now, once a year, Claire rakes small groups (no more
than 10 people) on 26- or 27-day safaris. Their route through
Namibia and Botswana, touching on Victoria Falls, is one
she’s familiar with. The tour camps at various national parks
and game reserves where a plethora of wildlife can be viewed,
sometimes at night thanks to floodlit watering holes.

On her last tour, Claire says the group spotted two
lionesses with five young cubs, which is very unusual, as
cubs are usually well hidden for the first six months of their
lives. They also wartched a cheetah chasing a springbok.
Happily, the springbok didn’t end up as supper for the car,
but provided a spectacular demonstration of agility and
speed. ‘Often you see the results of the kill, but not always
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the action,” says Claire. ‘And what you see on TV can take a
very long time to film.’

But her safaris are not just about animal sporting. ‘Looking
for wildlife involves driving around slowly and frequently
stopping to let animals come closer. Often people are surprised
by the small things — such as the sheer variety of birds there.’

Wild herbs and plants are another source of intrigue, she
says, and add a further dimension to the sensory overload
involved in the trip.

Game drives take part early in the morning and late in
the afternoon, and each game drive is different. “You never
know what will happen,” says Claire. And the possibility of
an adventure even more special than last time is what keeps
calling her back to Africa.

‘I love Africa. And I wish I could rake all of New Zealand
there so everyone could see the sharp contrast with our way
of life. It's so humbling.’ 3
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