M Joural

EXPEDITION

THE GHOST
LEOPARD

Tracking the fiercest and most elusive wildcat of the ancient world, our
writer joins a crew of wannabe Livingstones in northern Oman on a true
21st-century wildlife trip: to prove that the Arabian leopard is not extinct,

ADLAL=HIEMANI STEERS
us alomgr a bulkdosed track
that traces the cifl s edge
like a haleony on acrum-
bling tower. Bevond the

. windshiceld is a 700-
sepuare-mile mae of rock-hard wadis — dry
riverbeds — cach chiseled into the desert
Iy 100 million vears of now-dead seas and
rivers, terrain as tweaked as wadded tinfoil,
Contemplating the Wile E. Covote hairpins,
our velocity, the coctlicient of friction between
tires amid scrabbly track, the depth of the
chasm a fow inches to my right — well, there
is nothing to do but sing.
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Al-Hikmani, who insisted Leall him Hadi,
lewes hallads, the plangent folk songs of love
andl loss in which the heart is a hunter in the
night,  bonser who fights and suffers and, some-
heww, survives, As he whips our Land Rover
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around another loose curve, he warbles his
love for O, the desert, the day, and for the
vaterions leopand we hope to ind,

Wie're here, 15 of us in aconvoy of three
Rowvers on a fully outfitted two-week expe-
dition to scour the remote reaches of the
Musandam Peninsuly in northern Oman for
signs of what zoologists call Pachera pasdns
agmr and shepherds call i and evervone
calls the Arabian leapard. Hadiis our driver,
our gaide, our lixer, but he is also one of the
first fiedid hiobogists inall of Oman; he searches
foer thee Arabian leopand, more clusive than
the snow leopard of the Himalavas, even
when he iso't joined by paying foreigners.
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A place to hide: Dman’s Musarndam
Poninsula, one of the few habitats of the
endangered Arabéan beopard, ks hemmed in
by the nugged Hajar Meuniains,
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Clackwizn, from lefe: The autlsor, tar lefr, and a team af explorers
search for the leapard an the Misandam Penénsula: a road
winding through 1he peninsula; a camera trap captured & caf in
Dihafar, Oman. in 2007; Omani children play with 10y leapards,

The smallest of its subspecies (males weigh
anly G0-some pounds, females 40), the Arabian

the nocturnal eats as almost magic, concentratid
and heautiful as lightning, Yes, this is that leop-
ard, or at least its cousin, The one that cannot
change its spots in the Old Testament, the one
Jeremiah compares to an uncongueralle ammy
of the Lond, the leopard of Revelations that forms
the body of the Beast and rules through terror,

Diaphanots gold with rosettes like blown
pupils, Arabian leopanls were mrely seen even
before they were so scarce, but their invisibility,
naturally, added to their mythie quality. IPwe can
establish that at least o few still haunt these anid
ramparts, there i a chance the sultan, Qahoos
hin Said al-Said, will establish a wildlife refuge
here inan effort to spare the remaining few. Given
that the leopards haven't been seen in the
Musandam for a decade or more, there’s a very
good chance, too, that we will find nothing,

SOk, now vou, criey man,” Haedi says to me,
He wants an American song, My brain frocses,
All Tean think of is e Stewart. We've crested a
ridkze andd descended into a canyon to a flat-battom
wash, T'm near the end of “Magrie May™ when
Hinli peels to the side of the wadi, stops the Rover,
and jumps out, Tknow better than to take offenze
at having my song cut short, There's a lot o do
Befire the Tight dics and the cold scts in.

Wi stanck water bottles and set up a great can-

is a fierce predator. Omani tribesmen speak of
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vas tent to house the data and food and maps.
We dig latrines, and clear the area of horned
vipers and other critters uinwise o sguat on. Haei
and [ set tents hugging the wadi walls as shelter
from the winds, Then we realize that a single
rock slide would crush the entire expedition.
We move the tents, By vwilight the pots of rice
and spiced chicken are ready. We find our plates
and pick a flat rock on which to rest.

With sunset the desert world changes fast.
Hagi and T sit with our food, watching the sky
go sapphire and the ridges cateh fire, The birds
start, and the evening prayer call comes seon
after, a song that fills the wadis like Bood fll-
ing dry veins, Itis impossible to know whether
the singer is in the next wadi ora hundred miles
avey. All T hear is the muezzin calling the news
that God is great, and the echoes make it sound
as if the burning sky is proclaiming it

HEY CALL THE MUSANDAM THE
“Norway of Arahia,” but unless vou've
been there, the nickname may not help
vou imagine it. The peninsula piles
into the Strait of Hormuz like a tectonic train
wreck, The olifls are steep, the canyons deep —
not unlike Nondic fionds. The mountaintops ane
tattooed with the fossils from an ancient sea and
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capped in places with snow. I the north the Hajar
Muountains meet the warm water in seawalls; from
the south they rize like mzors from the desert
sanids of the Rasal-Khaimah. For millennia these
monntaing kept this sliver of Ciman in relative
isolation, which is wiy the Musandam tibesmen
have their own language and why the Arabian
leapard,, if it survives, might sundve here,
Onee, Arabia was so lousy with thesc big
cats that they were a major export, shipped by
the hundreds to the circuses of imperial Rome,
But just as Arabian lions and cheetahs were
driven toextinetion (the kst cheetahs were shot
in Saudi Arabia in 1973), the leopand has suf-
fered because of its status as a prestige animal.
Since the 19708 pelts fetched tens of thousands
of dollars an the Dlack market, At the same time,
the leopard’s meal tickets, specics such as tahr
and ibex, were overhunted on the Arabian penin-
sk, nusch as the buffalo were in North Amer-
ica. Forced to turn o domestic stock for food,
the once feared hunters became scavengers,
Our survey has the imprimatur of the sul-
tan's Divean of Roval Court and the Omani Min-
istry of Tourisrm, but our lead scientist is a British
biologist named Tessa MeGregor. She works
foar Biosphere Expeditions, an international vol-
unteer organization founded in 1999, It specializes
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in these increasingly popular scicnee and con-
servation trips, where regular joes can play Mae-
lim Perkins for a fow days,

Froam the start, heowever, our missien in Ciman
has had an absurd quality, less Wild Kingdom
than far Search OF, and only a few degrees sep-
arstedd from an obsessional, coyptoeeolgical quest
for the veti, Together, we're an unlikely bunch —
Westerners and Muslims, Seottish policemen and
American landscapers, Duteh pharmacists
and Syrian cooks — pathered on this odd quest,
Or maybe its not so odd. These days our quest
might represent the true state of exploration.
We're not so much out to discover something
niew as to prove something’s not dhead and gone,

“With field biology, the more eves vou have,
the better the data,” MeGregor says, happy
foor the company, “Frankly 1 can't imagine a
mare perfict group to hunt for potentially non-
existent cat shit”

E WAKE IN OUR TENTS IN A
dewy dama, Outside the tarp,
as the rocks find their eolor, |
hep around barefoot, trying

o fimdd my hoots. Tshiver on the ground in long
urderwenr, hanging the hoots together to shake
oul any scorpions, My profound, pre-coflie
thought this morming is, essentially, Won. I'm
[reezing, U'm in the desert, T ean see snoweappod
peatks, and I'm 100 clicks south of Tran — where
the hell am 1 againg

For almost two weeks we've traveled the
length of several wadis and met with a num-
ler of locals living in intricate stone sheliers
Luilt before Christ was horn, We've elimbed
off the road only w come upon a half-dozen
cut-rock houses with terraced gardens and
goat-dung roofs in which women hide their
heauty from strangers with eatlike masks and
men carry sticks topped by givs ax heads
unchanged since the Brongee Age.

PLAN YOUR OWHN ARABIAN ADVENTURE

ESCAPE T0 OMAN (VIA DUBAI)

Wherever we've gone Hadi has brought out
photosof the Jeopants, hoping for a recent sight-
ing. Each time the advice has been essentially
the same, An elder will mise his hand and ax it
toward the distant mountains. Each motion
fashes off a sleeve too white and elean for such
adusty place and confinms what we alrewdy sus-
puet. Fthere are leopards in the Musandam, they
are even deeper in the mountains.

Like these self-veliant peaple, leopards pre-
fior isolated places, and nothing is more remote
than the mountaintops. So our challenge this af-
termosn i to climb a tiangular platea bordered
e ome side by a stomael-sinking chasm of sev-
eral thousand feet. “Perfect for

the leopand” he sys, wagging a finger, “Caracal”

Finding any top predator is good, bt this
is still a disappointment. o the wild, cats are
solitary specics; il the caraeal lynx is on this
platean, the leopard isn't.

ESPITE REPEATED FAILURES T}
find a sign, or even someon: who'd
seena leopand in theie ifetinee, as we
Tace uprour boots cach moming, thers
is fiesh hope. Today, we say, will be different; it
seems impossible o be anything hut hopeful,
what with our new fricnds and days not spent
paving attention o billsor politicsor wark. Eager
for a sign, we take ineverything

leoparls,” Hadi says. P — the mevement of insects and
Though a local shepherd }ﬂﬁﬂﬂ IRAN woles, the shape and ery of binds,

toldd s 30 minutes, tops, it tikes
pur group four hours to make
the summit. When we do we
pace the rock and sand look= | _EuiRaTES,
ing for signs. T
In barren places close SAUDI
attention slowly vields infinite
detail, plentiful lifewhere there i
seemed nothing at all. Slow-
ing down, bending like great
sunsereened eranes over the
fine sandls between the rocks,
we find the scat of scavengers
siech as foes and hedgehog, the
mimute crosshateh of binds and
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Greater Dman covers 115,832 square miles:
the Musardam Peninsula covers 700,

the shadows inwhich our leop-
ard might he hiding, We may
B le fnaling ourselves that we'll
o ever find a leopand, but at least
Miscat o e know why we're here,

We head out on a new

search. Quickly it becomes a
g climily, the sort that lumns thighs
ancl rips jeans, Hours pass, uphill.

\qﬁ* “Tochuys mountain, digestibie in
ﬁﬁﬁ " a single view, seems o grow
}?‘ ,;}(:, only larger as we climlyit.

By mnicdclay a fow members
of the survey team can’t goon,
hut MeGregor refuses to stop,

voles and insects, and, finally, =

in a sandy opening, three soft pad indentations
clusterod like a cloverleaf, with a fourth beneath.
Claudia Hosp, a Colorado landscape archi-
teet, blows awhistle and the team converges, cane-
furl not o lose sight of the print. MeGregor hends
10 the ground to look at it sideways. it looks
like acaracal by she says, She straightens and
dusts her knees, “Haddi, what do vou think:”
Haeli sniffs the sand and quickly stands. “MNot

4, CATCH PRISTINE SURF
With more than [,000 miles of
coastling, Oman is ane of the few

frontiers beft in the surfing world,

I HIT THE VEGAS OF ARABIA

To gat to Dman you fly through
Dubai, the space-age capital of
postealonial pecess that's wall
worth a trip an (18 own. Stay at the
Burj Al Arab {BuRJ-sL-anAn.cos),
the glam hatel overlocking the
Arablan Gulf, and ride s simu-
|atod submarine 1o the Al Mahara
restawrant, set alongside a shark-
{illed aquarium. Order the setbab-
ster manu (Gulf lobster prepared
five ways) or, if you're game,

the creamy blue swimmar crab
milkshake. Carea fracks poar-
round at Ski Dubai, a 242,000-
square-foat indoos slope at the
Mall of the Emirates. A §,0:00-10n
snaw base is dusted with 30 tons
al fresh powder daily; the snow is
surprisingly similar to groamed
slopes in Colorada the second day
afier & storm (sooe.com).

2, DIVE THE GULF

Thanks te a grewing European
expat community, Oman has solid
adveniure fourism respurces.
Base yourself in the capital, Mus-
cat, whera Brit Rob Gardner runs
the Muscat Diving and Adventure
Centar (oamascrinocom), offering
everything from world-class
seuba diving in the 85-degrae
waters of the Gulf of Dman

(by far the country's biggest
adventure draw) 1o sand-
boarding {pictured right) an
dunes an haur cwtside the city, If
you want to see where tha author
searched for laopards. held off
wntil fall. International hatel/=pa
group Six Senses is opening an
B2-villa resart at Zighy Bay, a
spoctacular fishing village on

the Musandam Peninsula's
northeastern g (BIXSERSES.CaM).
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There's a surl sehaol in Salalah
(suRrscHooLOMaR.com), an hour
flight from Muscat, but you'll find
the best braaks on your own. See
surfersafdubal.com for leads.

4. COME AND GO SAFELY

Unlike mamny Middle Eastern
nations, Dman is casy for LS.
passpart holders 1o get into.

You can get & ono-month tourist
wvisa on arrival at Seeb Inter-
natianal Airport in Muscat ($20;
aMaHARPoRTS CoM), Imprabable as
it may seam, Omanis like Ameri-
cans. The precdominant farm of
Islam, Ibadhism, is far mora open
than 1he dogmatic Wahhabism
in neighbaring Saudi Arabia.

It can be inhospitably hot in

| summer; visiting betwaen

November and February is best,
—ABRANAM STREEP

— e

= and if she can pull herselfup

alomg adry waterfall, then Tsuppose [ ean, too.

“Lwill admit, I'm really not particularly fond
of this bt she says. She serambles for footing,
hier bioots sending ek fragments skittding wward
oblivion. “Somctimes | think [ need to choose
a mew animal” she laughs nervously.

Hadi, amazingly, crouches directly over-
bead. 1 bave no idea low he's gotten there, only
that he is perched on [ oontined o page 141 ]
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LEOPARD coniiiviad from page 47
some unseen foothold.

“Tiessa, Tessa,” he suys.

“Yes, Hadi?™ MeGregor answers casually.
She eranes her neck, trving to keep her halance,
trving not ta fall.

“lessa, vou come up, [ vou a leopard.”
Hadli gring encouragement. *1 promise, Tessa.
Hew many leopard you want?”

MeGregor glances bafk, “Promise, Hadi?"

1 promise”

“Ten leopards, then”

“Tien, Tessa,” Hadi says. “And Tessa

s, Hadiz™

“This rock, vou see?™ Hadi points out a nat-
ural handbold, alove her in the rock.

“1see it she savs, and reaches.

“No, no,” Hadi savs. He pushes with his
stick, The handhaobd flakes off as iF it were sand-
stone and explodes on the rocks helow, “Don't
dor this” he savs.

“Right,” MeGregor replies,

I follow, streteching like Spidey, slipping
like: Peter Parker, then finallv shinnving onto
the rdge aml straightening to adignified height,
Baw Musandam stretehes arownd us as if seen
throwgh a fish-cve lens, and the distant moun-
taing thrust up like jcehergs. Compared with
thie ancient durability of these mountains, all
animals, even oursehves, scem suddenly and
incredibly fragile. In the desert it's not just the
leapard that is rare; all constructions of flesh
and blood are as fleeting as sparks, Was the
leopard still here, somewhere herween the
mountains and the sea, hiding, hunting, sur-
viving? | wanted to sav ves, but 1 had no idea.
Baust Hadi was sure: Absolutely, no question, it
was. And he happened o be right,

m

AMONTH AFTER DRIVING OVERLAND FROM
Khasab to Muscat and catching a fight home
from Dubai, MeGregor, Hadi, and the Blosphere
survey team 1 had left behind found teacks and
seat on an isolated mountain rdge — the finst
proof that the Arabian leopard still exists on the
Musandam Peninsula, Then this spring a sec-
ond volunteer Arabian leopard survey ventured
farther into the Musandam. They discovered
leopard tracks less than 24 hours old and set
camern trags, {The image on page 86, taken in
April 2007, came from one in the south.)

More surprising evidence that a fow Arabian
leopanls endure came in fate May, lowever, when
2 Dutch Israeli avoke to find one in his bedroom.
Weak from hunger, the leopard was lnoking to
eat the man's pet cat, The $9-vear-old wildlifc
guide reflexively lunged at the leopand, grabbed
it b the neck, and pinned it w the Joor for the
20 minutes it ook for help woarrive. Rangers
tesok the cat toa veterinary hospital near Tel Aviv,
then put it in an enclosed preserve. Thouwgh it
provided dramatic proof’ that leeparnds do cke out
a living in the marging of human development,
the big eat’s desperate act betrayed its biblical
legend of invineibility, @
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