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was used to working in the savannahs of eastern and

southern Africa, where the animals I studied roamed

in full sight. I was used to the relative comfort and

safety of getting around in a 4×4, and my camera

went everywhere with me. Then, in 2010, I arrived in

the Central African country of Gabon to begin my study on

African golden cats in and around Ivindo and Lopé National

Parks. For the first few days, I stubbornly kept my camera

with me, but soon realised that it was slowing me down. I

could no longer rest it on my lap as I scanned the horizon. I

had to carry it for nine hours a day as I surveyed the humid

forest on foot, and I had to be ready for a hasty retreat in case

I stumbled upon elephants – quite easy to do when visibility is

restricted to a few metres by thick vegetation.



Of course, not carrying my camera meant I would not be able

to photograph the gorillas and chimpanzees I encountered, or

Stumbling upon elephants hidden by thick vegetation is one of the hazards of

Laila’s research in the forests of Gabon.

A mandrill caught on one of the author’s camera traps, just one of many

wonderful forest creatures Laila recorded.

A black bee-eater perches on a forest vine.

©Laila Bahaa-el-din




the colourful birds that provided the soundtrack to my

exploration. But soon I accepted that my eyes (and camera)

would no longer be my key tools. Now I needed to rely on my

ears and nose to experience this new wilderness, and to stay

safe.

Of the African cats, the one you’re least likely to have heard of

is the African golden cat. It lives in the rainforests along the

Equator, is very shy, and successfully avoids people – that is,

until it falls into a hunter’s snare. Imagine a stocky caracal,

but without the pointy, tufted ears. It weighs 10 kg on average

and, despite the “golden” moniker, it varies in colour from red

to grey, and sometimes black. It generally has markings on its

underbelly and the inside of its limbs, but they sometimes

extend across the whole body. Of its behaviour and breeding

biology in the wild, we know almost nothing. This tough cat

briefly found fame a few months ago when a film showing it

hunting red colobus monkeys was released online (watch it

above, it’s worth it!). A handsome creature, the golden cat is

often referred to as the leopard’s little brother. When it has

the misfortune to be captured by hunters, its skin is used for

ceremonial purposes, and its meat is eaten.

http://www.porini.com/


ceremonial purposes, and its meat is eaten.

So what was I doing here, deep in the forests of Gabon? The

purpose of my study was to estimate how many golden cats

there are, and to see how human activities are affecting them.

I collected data from six different areas in Gabon, some of

which were protected, some of which were subject to logging,

and some that were regularly hunted.

Pure gold. The subject of the authors research, a rare and elusive African golden cat, peers into the lens of a

camera trap. ©Laila Bahaa-el-din

Camera traps provided me
with eyes to see things my
ears and nose were sensing



   The obvious tool to study such a shy animal in the forest is

the camera trap. Set up to work remotely, the camera is

activated by an infrared sensor every time an animal passes

by. These traps provided me with the eyes to see all the things

that my ears and nose were sensing as I walked the forest

trails. Looking through the images was the highlight of my

work – a silverback gorilla, proudly standing his ground, a

giant pangolin searching for termites, a goshawk clasping a

squirrel it has just caught, and some elephants greeting each

other. Sadly, there was also the occasional hunter, catch in

hand. But most importantly, there were lots of photos of

golden cats, providing me with the data I needed to make my

assessment.

http://www.wildfrontiers.com/


A western lowland gorilla, a giant pangolin, a pair of

elephants greeting one another and a hunter with his

pangolin catch were some of the scenes captured by the

author’s camera traps. There were also a good number of

golden cats, one seen here making off with its prey and

another showing its distinct markings.

©Laila Bahaa-el-din     



We have learned so much from these photographs. It is clear

that golden cats are active at all times of day and night, and

they like to make use of trails opened up by elephants and

people, and they are indeed solitary. Interestingly, even within

one small site, their coats are highly variable in colour and

pattern.

   From images of a female carrying her prey past a camera to

videos of a youngster batting at the camera with his paw, the

mysterious golden cat was being revealed to me day by day,

and I felt honoured to be let in on its secret life. On one

exceptional day three years into my study, and when I

happened to be carrying my camera with me, a beautiful

golden cat female allowed me to see and photograph her. With

shaking hands I lowered the camera to watch her disappear

into the forest. I turned to Arthur, my field assistant, and we

grinned madly at each other as he whispered ‘chat doré’

(golden cat in French).

Read more beneath the advert

author’s camera traps. There were also a good number of

golden cats, one seen here making off with its prey and

another showing its distinct markings.

©Laila Bahaa-el-din

I felt honoured
to be let in

on its secret life



Then came the time to count the cats. You can identify

individuals of other cat species by their coat pattern. Take, for

example, a leopard’s rosettes or a tiger’s stripes – each

individual is different. Although it’s the same with golden cats,

their markings aren’t so easy to see in camera trap

photographs because they are smaller and on less visible parts

of the body. So, as I wasn’t 100% confident of my

identifications, I enlisted two cat researchers to double-check

my efforts. One of them described the exercise as the most

frustrating thing he had ever done! But we got there in the

Dependent on forests, this
plucky little cat will become

even rarer

https://www.african-parks.org/Donate.html


end, and for the first time ever we are able to estimate the

number of golden cats.

These figures will be officially released in a few months. As

one might expect, golden cat numbers were at their highest in

the pristine, undisturbed areas. The village hunting area,

though hunted at low intensity, held very few golden cats, with

wire snares proving to be the greatest threat. These snares are

indiscriminate killers and, when they are not checked

regularly, can be wasteful as animals are just left to rot. There

is also evidence from other areas that golden cats are highly

sensitive to hunting. In areas where hunting intensity is high,

golden cats are virtually extinct.

   The golden cat is dependent on its forest habitat – a

precarious lifestyle because trees are often considered a

resource to be extracted by people. With African rainforests

predicted to host major booms in mining activity, and clear-

cutting for development and oil palm plantations, this plucky

little cat will become rarer and rarer, along with its fellow

forest dwellers such as great apes, forest elephants, pangolins

and many more. But there is hope too! The population size of

http://www.thule.com/en/za/campaigns/thule-covert


the golden cat at the pristine site was comparable with forest

cats from other continents (such as the leopard cat in Borneo

and the Ocelot in Belize, both of which have density estimates

of between 10 and 16 individuals per 100 km2). This is an

encouraging result for a cat that was previously considered

naturally rare.



The experience of living in an African rainforest often left me

breathless (and not just due to elephant-induced sprints).

Light slanting through the dense vegetation that the golden cat

calls home gave me a glimpse of what it will take to protect the

species. If deforestation can be slowed, and the use of wire

snares for hunting bush meat reduced, Africa may well hold on

to its only forest-dependent cat.

A female golden cat that the author saw with her own eyes (also pictured in the

headline image) and the tall forest canopy of Gabon.

©Laila Bahaa-el-din



More about the author.
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A child peers out from the protection of his mother’s shawl in Ethiopia.

�

Image by Trevor Cole. People/Culture category.

https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/
https://plus.google.com/share?url=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/
https://plus.google.com/share?url=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/
https://plus.google.com/share?url=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/
mailto:?Subject=Africa Geographic Magazine&Body=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/
mailto:?Subject=Africa Geographic Magazine&Body=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/
mailto:?Subject=Africa Geographic Magazine&Body=http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-41/photographer-year-weekly-selection-18/week-18-image-1/


Africa Geographic Photographer of the Year 2015

Previous Image Weekly Selection – 2 of 17

Images

Next Image

Wild dogs are revved by an elephant in Chobe National Park, Botswana.

�

Image by Ryan Daly. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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If this were a gymkhana, this Zebra would be winning.

�

Image taken by Diana Knight in Kenya’s Maasai Mara. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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Blacktip reef sharks cruise the waters of the Seychelles Archipelago.

�

Image by Byron Dilkes. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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No, you haven’t been drinking, this is indeed a fine pair of leopards in Sabi Sands Game Reserve.

�

Image by Monique Adams. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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Another fine pair of cats in Botswana’s Okavango Delta.

�

Image by Kevin Matto. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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Hamar woman in the market town of Turmi in Ethiopia.

�

Image by Trevor Cole. People/Culture category.
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A woman walks between the colourful walls of Harar in Ethiopia.

�

Image by Trevor Cole. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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Before “Angry Birds” there was the black collared barbet.

�

Image taken by Ernest Porter in Walter Sisulu National Botanical Garden. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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This brown-hooded kingfisher is making off with a fresh catch.

�

Image taken by Ernest Porter in Walter Sisulu National Botanical Garden. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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This young trumpeter is enjoying the waters of Chobe National Park in Botswana.

�

Image by Lance van de Vyver. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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This close up of a zebra was taken in Casela Nature Park on the island of Mauritius.

�

Image by Stella Ramloll. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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A zebra foal nuzzles its mother.

�

Image by Sharon Pankhurst. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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A long-tailed widowbird perched in Rietvlei Nature Reserve, South Africa.

�

Image by Stu Bowie. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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This jellyfish graces the waters off Ponto do Ouro in Mozambique.

�

Image by Ricky Harrison. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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A Nigerian woman in the bustling city of Lagos.

�

Image by Ayo Akinwande. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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Himba children peer out of the window of a mud hut in northern Namibia.

�

Image by Sally Hinton. Wildlife/Scenic category.
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FINDING GOLD IN GABON

Issue 41, 10 April 2015

LAILA BAHAA-EL-DIN first escaped to Africa in 2007

after completing her degree in zoology at the University of

Nottingham. She has since found it almost impossible to leave,

and has worked on research projects in eastern, southern, and
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central Africa. Laila’s work has thus far concentrated on the

predators of land (cats) and sky (raptors). The golden cat

project, funded by global wild cat conservation group

Panthera, is part of Laila’s PhD research with the University of

KwaZulu-Natal and the Wildlife Conservation Research Unit

(WildCRU) at the University of Oxford. Read about her forest

adventures as she traces this elusive cat in FINDING GOLD IN

GABON.
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