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The kind of imaginative adventure story that Rider Haggard might 

have told had he been gifted with current ecological insight, Anthony 

Nanson’s stirring novel takes the reader on an extraordinary journey 

deep into the prodigious heart of Africa and across evolutionary re-

gions of time. 

Lindsay Clarke 

 

Where do you go, in an ironic age, to find the energies that fired the 

growth of fiction — high adventure, romance, traveller’s-tale wonder and 

hunger for wisdom, tied up with an ancient sense of quest? In Anthony 

Nanson's Deep Time, modern knowledge itself — ecological, psycho-

logical, and with a sense of an earth-history far longer than our own — is 

the landscape into which this massively ambitious story-telling leads 

you, if you dare to go.   

Philip Gross 
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To Kirsty 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Give us eyes. Give us eyes in time. 

 

Albatross, bonobo, corncockle, edelweiss 

lynx, monk seal, po’o-uli, Tuvalu 

 

and will they rise in a higher dimension 

folded back into the Universal Mind 

to be reborn again at the right time — 

 

Can we afford to believe it? 

 

No, and yes: in what it means 

to let the Dream of Life take us 

always further on to where 

the sun is really shining, 

the moon is magic and bright 

 

   Jay Ramsay 
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PART I 

The First Expedition 
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It was up there that I first saw you. On that ledge of rock behind the 

curtain of tumbling water. There was less water then, so I could see you 

clearly. Your olive brown form turning a slow pirouette in the back-

spray from the falls. Your dreamlike dance to the rhythm of running 

water, the birdsong in the trees. It was from this point on the path 

where I’m standing now that I watched you. Only now the foliage 

crowding around me is slick and wet on my skin. Like an orchestra of 

metronomes the raindrops slowly cascade from one leaf to the next. 

The forest vibrates with the strident buzz of bush-crickets, the chatter 

of bulbuls, the shriek of a parrot. There’s a flash of blue as a kingfisher 

darts across the space above the stream. Though energised by the 

rains, this place is little changed since that day. A faint rainbow still 

trembles in the spray. The ferns and reeds along the banks look as 

fresh as if they were created this morning. From the tunnel of foliage 

above the falls the water leaps out over a lip of rock, its accelerating 

turbulence endlessly obliterated in the frothing pool below. 

Feeling a voyeur’s guilt, I turned away from that glimpse of the 

woman behind the waterfall and continued down the path. I was weari-

er then than I feel now. After a bone-shaking lorry ride to the village of 

Kipouki, it had been a twelve-kilometre tramp to the Commune Cas-

cade du Rêve and I was not yet acclimatised to the tropics. A thin surly 

Frenchwoman had directed me down this path from a discreet rear 

gate in the hedge enclosing their eccentric little community. 

‘You’ll find her at the falls. She goes there to meditate.’ 

I left my backpack and came straight down here to meet the woman 

I thought of then as ‘Dr Boann’. To find out what she was like, wheth-

er she was someone I could work with, was one reason I’d travelled 

upcountry ahead of my companions. That and the pressing need to get 

things underway. Each day wasted in the city meant one day less time 

in the field before the rains began. 

Even in the so-called dry season my clothes were sticky with sweat. 

I’d worked in the tropics before, in Borneo, Vietnam, Brazil, so the 

heat and humidity were no surprise, but it was my first time in Central 
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Africa. As I pushed through the foliage, I gazed into the humming, 

creaking gloom beyond the walls of green and wondered what crea-

tures might be hidden there. 

By the time I reached the edge of the pool below the falls, she was 

sitting halfway down the sandstone cliff and wrapped in a pagne, ara-

besque-patterned and knotted under the armpits to leave her sun-

brown shoulders bare. Her bushy wet black hair was tied back with a 

yellow ribbon. A pair of plastic sandals lay near her feet. 

‘Dr Boann?’ 

My voice soaked into the encircling forest, hardly audible above the 

thrumming of the falls. But she seemed unsurprised to see me and 

must have guessed who I was, for she beckoned me to climb up to her. 

The rock was steep and slippery. Glad to be wearing good boots, and 

keen to make a competent impression, I scrambled up to her alcove in 

the rock face.  

I’d been wrong to attribute her complexion to the sun. Her face be-

trayed one moment the features of a European, the next those of an 

African, and then both perceptions dissolved in a startling harmony of 

olive skin, wide poised lips, and slanting amber eyes like a wildcat’s. 

‘Dr Boann?’ I held out my hand. ‘I’m Brendan Merlie.’ 

She shook hands guardedly with the ends of her fingers and ges-

tured me to perch beside her. My mind was full of questions — the sort 

of questions I might have posed if I’d had chance to interview her. But 

she gave me no opening, had still said nothing. As she gazed in silence 

across the pool, untroubled by the gnats that jittered around us, I began 

to fear she regarded me as an intrusion. So I too gazed at the trees and 

the ferns and the tumbling water and the iridescent flicker of sunbirds 

among the scarlet erythrina blossom. 

The wind changed. Cool spray wafted over us. With a murmur of 

contentment the woman tilted back her head, eyes closed, and very 

slightly shifted her body against the rock. Tiny droplets of moisture 

textured her arms and shoulders and face. She opened her eyes, those 

astonishing amber eyes edged with green, and caught me looking at her.  

She glanced down across the stream. ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it? There’s 

such a peaceful energy in this place.’ Her speech was measured and 

had the neutral accent of California and good schools. 

I muttered agreement — and wondered how to broach the subject of 

the expedition, the scope of her research here, the range of her expertise. 

‘It’s like everything has been made just right,’ she said. 

‘I’m not sure I follow you.’ 

Fine lines crinkled the corners of her narrowed eyes as she studied 
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me. ‘The perfect shape of the falls. The balance between the width of 

the pool and the height of the trees so enough sunlight comes through 

to make the rainbow. The gently sloping banks so animals can get 

down there to drink. The ledge behind the falls just wide enough for a 

person …’ She held my gaze and I knew she’d seen me when I’d 

watched her dancing. ‘And see how the cliff above us overhangs so 

there’s shelter when it rains. Even this nook in the rock is shaped just 

right.’ As she lifted her body to demonstrate the natural seat eroded in 

the sandstone, the wet pagne pulled against the swell of her breasts. 

The way she talked, it was hard to believe she was a scientist. I 

opened my mouth to attempt a question about her research. She 

stopped me with a finger on her lips and a cool hand on my arm. With 

a flick of her eyes she indicated the far side of the pool. Partly con-

cealed in the eaves of the forest was a dark-coloured animal. It was the 

size of a horse but had a longer neck and a sloping back. I guessed at 

once what it must be. I couldn’t believe it. My first day in the rainforest 

and here — a thousand miles west of its known range — was one of the 

most elusive mammals in Africa. 

‘Strange she’s here so early,’ Dr Boann whispered, her face sudden-

ly close. ‘Normally she waits till sundown.’ 

The woman seemed perturbed. I was just astonished that such a re-

clusive creature would come near a place frequented by even one hu-

man. We were downwind and the okapi had not yet seen us. She was 

agitated, though. The large tufted ears kept swivelling to track the for-

est’s sounds.  

Then her big dark eyes locked on to us. Dr Boann gazed intently 

back. In that moment, when the animal ought to have bolted, she re-

laxed, the head sinking, the ears shifting forwards. Staring up at us, she 

stepped into full view. In the sunshine her hide was chestnut brown 

above the zebra stripes on the hams and forelegs. 

Suddenly the spell broke. The birds had fallen silent. The okapi 

jerked up her head, ears swivelling, and turned back into the forest. A 

rifle shot exploded through the stillness, echoed from the rocks. The 

okapi’s hind legs buckled. She’d been hit in the haunch. Another bul-

let zinged through the reeds. The okapi heaved herself up and, drag-

ging the wounded leg, lurched into cover. A hail of automatic fire lac-

erated the shining leaves. Seconds later four men raced into view. I 

shrank back in the sandstone alcove, pressed close to Dr Boann, pray-

ing they would not see us. They wore an eclectic mix of military fa-

tigues and grubby civilian clothes. Three carried rifles. The fourth, 

sporting a green beret, had a submachine-gun. As if possessed of a 
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sixth sense, this man turned and looked straight up at us. He was close 

enough for me to see the scar across his cheek, the leopard’s paw dan-

gling on his chest, the flat hard gaze. Then the four of them plunged 

into the forest after their crippled prey. 

‘Who the hell were they?’ 

Dr Boann didn’t reply. I could feel her trembling against me. It had 

all happened so fast. My first glimpse of an okapi outside a zoo. Al-

ready shot and doomed. 

‘Poachers? Or bandits? Not ZPZ, surely? Not all the way up here?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ She was shaking her head violently. ‘Greg said he’d 

heard something on the radio —’ 

We heard the crack of another rifle shot. Dr Boann let out a groan 

and clutched her face with both hands. There were tears in her eyes. 

She was still trembling. I was trembling too. 

‘She trusted me. She thought she’d be safe.’ Tears tracked through 

the beadlets of spray on the woman’s cheeks. 

‘I think we better get away from here.’ 

She wiped away the tears with the back of her hand. ‘That guy saw 

us. He knows we saw them shoot an okapi, God damn them!’ 

I made to descend the rocks. 

‘No. We can’t take the path. If they want to intercept us, that’s 

where they’ll go.’ 

I scanned the green wall of jungle enclosing the pool and the falls. 

Where else could we leave? 

‘This way.’  

Sandals in one hand, Dr Boann traversed the cliff a short way to-

wards the falls and began to climb straight up the rocks above us. Her 

bare feet gripped the rock as firmly as hands. Her stocky legs flexed 

and thrust with smooth, quivering strength. 

‘Take care on this wet algae,’ she called down. 

I took a deep breath, tried to forget the drop beneath, and followed. 

She climbed with a buoyant defiance of gravity, poised erect like 

someone going up the stairs. I climbed with all four limbs on the rock, 

moving just one thing at a time. The algae was everywhere, bright green 

in the sunshine, slimy wet, smearing my clothes. Lumps of moss came 

loose in my grasp. My boots scrabbled for slippery footholds. My el-

bows got scuffed on the rock. My heart pounded. I expected any mo-

ment a hoarse shout, a bullet in my back. 

With a gasp of relief I sprang from the top of the cliff into the for-

est’s abrupt shade. Dr Boann was putting on her sandals. She was 

breathing no harder than before. When she stood up, she was shorter 
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than I’d thought. In the green light her skin looked darker too, the Af-

rican angles of her eyes and cheeks more obvious. She led the way 

speedily uphill along animal trails so tenuous I might not have spotted 

them in the undergrowth. She moved without hesitation though her 

arms and ankles were exposed to the hazard of thorns and stings. Her 

footfalls were inaudible above the crunch of my boots in the dead 

leaves. A tree viper, fastidiously coiled on a drooping vine, watched us 

pass by. It seemed to ignore Dr Boann and focus on me the weight of 

its pitiless gaze. 

Snakes would be the least of my worries if ZPZ rebels were active in 

this area. A bush war had festered in the south of the country for years, 

but everyone had assured me it would pose no threat to the expedition 

here in the northeast. ‘Nothing happens up there in Kouléné. Nobody 

lives there except the Gens de Forêt.’ Maybe someone at the com-

mune would know more about the situation. 

If truth be told, I had little enough enthusiasm for even the routine 

rigours that lay ahead: a systematic ecological survey to be conducted in 

the teeth of intractable terrain, debilitating heat, and the millions of 

mosquitoes, leeches, and parasitic worms awaiting us. I’d experienced 

enough of such torments on previous expeditions to satisfy all the mas-

ochistic ambitions of my youth. Six months earlier I’d been hoping to 

land a position in Australia managing the wildlife of a hundred-

kilometre strip of protected coastline blessed for much of its length 

with idyllic sandy beaches. That had not worked out and I was, as ever, 

short of money. Hence my involvement in this venture, concocted by 

an unholy coalition of King’s College London, three commercial 

banks, a tabloid newspaper, and the fragile government of this little-

known African state. The zoology department at King’s was interested 

in a survey area thought to be a hotspot of rare species. The banks and 

the government were in for money, of course. The buzzword was ‘eco-

tourism’. The way they talked, you pictured massed hordes of gorillas 

swinging through the trees around a five-star safari lodge. 

I paused to gaze through the forest’s impressionist mosaic of sun-

light, shade, and leaves. Now the slope had levelled out, many of the 

trees had massive trunks, buttressed by flanges at their foot, and the 

undergrowth was a thin matrix of saplings beneath the vines strung be-

tween the trees like fossilised ship rigging. High in the canopy a leaf-

macaque was calling, a lonely sound against the ceaseless insect noise 

and the intermittent piping of hornbills. This is the reality of primary 

rainforest. Large animals are few and shy. To see an okapi in my first 

hours here was against all odds. 
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Dr Boann stopped too and looked back. She stood with her weight 

evenly balanced, her body motionless but for the faint rise and fall of 

her chest. In the dappled shade she was camouflaged by the green and 

white pattern of her garment. I saw in her face how she grieved for the 

okapi. It was touching that she felt so deeply for the animal; but re-

markable, even uncanny, that she’d managed to win the creature’s trust 

in the first place. 

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s keep moving.’ 

Another thing I had to worry about was that the aforementioned 

newspaper would have a presence on the expedition: a young reporter 

called Portia Penhaligan. I was never told how much funding the 

newspaper had contributed to the expedition, but I’m sure they were 

the driving force behind my appointment as its leader. The tabloids 

had made the most of my dismal career. I’d squandered my best years 

in vain pursuit of mythical creatures on five continents. Dismissed as a 

crank by the scientific establishment, I’d forfeited any chance of ten-

ure. With each expedition the newspapers had had a field day, teasing 

their credulous readers that perhaps there really were still mammoths 

in Siberia, giant sloths in Bolivia, or hominoids in the jungles of Bor-

neo. And, yes, I’d been to Loch Ness too. Always in the end it was a 

great joke at my expense. ‘Mad Merlie’ they’d called me, a latter-day 

King Pellinore in naive pursuit of his questing beast; for I never could 

conceal that I was in earnest, that I regarded my work as a worthy sci-

entific endeavour. Having heard the rumours of large animals un-

known to science lurking in the forests of Central Africa, Portia’s 

newspaper had seen the mileage for another outing with Mad Merlie. 

The reports were a garbled rehash of local folklore. The vague descrip-

tions could be construed as anything from a mastodon to a brontosau-

rus. Even at the height of my delusions I’d have given them little credit. 

But, as a condition for contributing to our funding, the paper had 

shoehorned into the expedition’s brief the requirement that we search 

for these mythical animals.  

On top of which I had doubts about Portia’s suitability for expedi-

tion life. She’d seemed challenged enough by our two weeks buying 

supplies in the capital. It grieved me that, though I was responsible for 

leading this expedition, I’d not been allowed to recruit the other mem-

bers of the team myself — with the one exception of Vince, our photog-

rapher. These days sponsors won’t just give you the money and let you 

get on with the job. They have to prescribe exactly how the money is 

spent and try to predetermine outcomes that provide the best measur-

able benefits to themselves. Hence the absurd outcome of an expedi-
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tion lacking any indigenous personnel; an omission I still hoped to rec-

tify using a slush fund I’d squirrelled away for that purpose. However, I 

was very intrigued whether the ‘local expert’ provided by the govern-

ment, an American named Curtis Wilder, might be the same Curtis 

Wilder I’d known during his exchange year in Cambridge. All I knew 

about the man I was going to work with was that he’d been in the coun-

try five years and was employed by the Ministry of Forest Resources as 

some kind of development adviser. 

It was a shock to emerge from the forest’s shade into the sizzling 

sunlight of the road. It was the same dirt road I’d walked along a few 

hours earlier. In the manioc plots next to a pair of iron-roofed shacks 

the same two women in flower-patterned frocks and headscarves were 

hacking the red earth with blunt walas. This was the last homestead I’d 

seen before reaching the commune. 

‘Are they Gens de Forêt?’ I asked. 

‘Oh no, they’re Mangoulé. The Fênbé — the Gens de Forêt — don’t 

grow crops. They’re pure hunter-gatherers.’ 

‘Pygmies then?’ 

She half smiled and, though I feared she was laughing at my igno-

rance, for a moment the sadness was dispelled from her face. ‘They’re 

not exactly “pygmy”, though it could be they have Bayaka blood. 

They’ve been here since long before anyone else.’ 

The women waved when they saw us, as they’d done when I passed 

before. The earth they were digging looked so hard. They were almost 

down to laterite, the topsoil already gone. One more crop and they’d 

have to hack new plots out of the forest. 

‘So from here we just walk down the road?’ 

‘We could do.’  

Dr Boann listened carefully to the forest sounds. Out here in the 

sun, close to human habitation, they seemed diminished. I could hear 

the warbling song of what I thought was a sunbird, the incongruously 

familiar ‘tseep’ of a yellow wagtail, the drone of insects, the shiver of 

wind in the treetops — and the thump of the women’s tools. 

I said, ‘You’re still worried about those men?’ 

‘Damn right I am. It may be wise to stay off the road.’ 

‘Will they have guessed we’re associated with the commune?’ 

‘Who knows? There are no other Westerners who live around 

here. No tourists either. It’s the end of the road. But I figure those guys 

are new to the area …’ She shrugged. ‘People at the commune proba-

bly heard the shots. They’ll be worried about us.’ She stepped back 

into the shadows between the trees. ‘Come on. I know a good route.’  


