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ENTERTAINMENT

Call of the Wald

Christian the Lion’s journey from the King’s Road to Kenya has fuelled

an exciting wildlife preservation project. By Sophie Dimitriadis

In 1969 two friends, John Rendall and Anthony ‘Ace’
Bourke, walked into the exotic pet department of
Harrods. A couple of weeks later, they left with a
new flatmate — an animated and boisterous lion cub.
Living in the basement of Sophistocat, a furniture
shop on the King's Road, Christian became a local
celebrity. But with his inevitable rapid growth, any
accommodation that Rendall and Bourke provided
became inadequate. Rehabilitation was the only
solution, and once wildlife conservationist George
Adamson became involved, Christian soon adapted to
a new life in Kenya. Amazingly, a year later, Christian’'s
memory of Rendall and Bourke remained, as he greeted
them in a heart-rending reunion, as Rendall recalls.

What possessed you to buy a lion?

Well, he definitely wasn't on the shopping list. Harrods
was promoting the lion cubs, as ‘the Christmas present
for the person who has everything’, but our reasoning
was quite different; we wanted to give him a home.

How did Christian catch your attention?

He had extraordinary eyes and instantly captivated us.
The shoppers didn't disconcert him; he had a distance to
him that was very appealing and challenging.

What was his character like?

Christian was extremely intelligent and had a great sense
of humour. No matter how much we said, “Look, he's
completely tame, he's never bitten anybody,” some
people remained terrified. When eventually they did relax
and forget he was there, that's when he'd creep up, give
them a fright, and run off as if to say, 'l got you!"

What was the most entertaining reaction you ever had?
Mostly the disbelief that he was so amenable. He loved
going out in our Bentley and looking out the back
window. Often he would wait to catch people unawares.
Just when they were thinking, ‘Ooh, there’s a nice teddy,’
he would turn his head. Eventually, we got blackout
windows in case someone drove into the back of us.
What was feeding time like?

He ate four times a day and never missed a meal. We
could feed him by hand; you could give him a bone and
take it out of his mouth. In the same way that a well-fed
domestic dog doesn't fuss about his food, Christian didn't
have to fight for it.

How did Christian get on with the locals?

Very well. Christian was adopted by the World's End.
Every day the local children would visit him. The butcher
would always save bones for Christian, and there was

a local chef who would turn up with the odd steak.

How did Christian affect your daily life?

Despite the amount that lions sleep, and their laziness,
he was a lot of work. We realised that he was outgrowing
his London home, and when George Adamson offered to
rehabilitate Christian by taking him to Kenya, we grabbed
the opportunity.

How did it feel to be reunited?

When Christian saw us, he didn't immediately recognise
us, but he continued walking towards us. He wasn't
crouching, so we knew he wasn't going to attack us. Then
George said, “Call him.” Once he'd heard our voices he
started to run. Our only trepidation was that we had a
300Ib lion running at us at around 20mph. He was so
overexcited. It was an exhilarating moment.

What did you learn from your relationship with Christian?
The relationship between an animal and a human is

an invigorating thing, but with an exotic animal it is
exaggerated; their instincts are purer. Christian had been
domesticated by his upbringing, yet he was able to revert
to the wild and still retain his love for human beings. It
set me off on the path of commitment to conservation.
That's why we started the George Adamson Wildlife
Preservation Trust, to continue George's work. The Trust
is focussing on the restoration of George's camp at Kora,
and | look forward to welcoming visitors in 2010.

How does this story capture people's imaginations today?
Christian’'s role is ongoing. Humans and animals have to
work together to share their environment.

The Lion Called Christian by Anthony Bourke and John
Rendall (£12.99) available from Waterstone's, Third
Floor. Christian the Lion by Anthony Bourke and John
Rendall (£5.99) available from Children's Waterstone's,
Fourth Floor. Christian: The Lion at World's End DVD
is available from the Born Free Foundation at www.
bornfree.org.uk. For more information about the George
Adamson Wildlife trust visit www.georgeadamson.org

Abercrombie & Kent's Christian the Lion Tour
Explore magical Kenya with an exclusive seven-night
excursion around the area where George Adamson
famously set Christian free, and where he was later
reunited with his former owners. Fly with BA direct
from Heathrow to Nairobi and by private A&K vehicle
to the House of Waine boutique hotel for an overnight
stay. Then fly to magnificent Meru National Park, to
spend three nights at Elsa's Kopje camp (named
after the lioness in Born Free), a hidden jewel amid
untamed wilderness. Explore the bush by foot or
game drive before visiting the Kora National Park to
enjoy an idyllic lunch in the bush, followed by three
nights at stylish Joy's Camp on the site of the
former tented home of Joy Adamson (author of Born
Free). View the natural splendour of elephants, lions,
hyenas and giraffes from your private luxury tent
and deck, and relax in Kenya's beautiful wilderness.
From £4,395 per person. For more information,
please email ptharrods@abercrombiekent.co.uk
or call 020 7173 6440.
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there were no casualties’, the book states);
on the stairs to the flat above Sophistocat,
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