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CatBitesMan

A new master of natural-history writing
emerges with the story of a killer tiger in
wildest Russia BY BRUCE BARCOTT

THE AMUR TIGER, which lurks in Russia’s
eastern province of Primorye, on the Sea of
Japan, is the grizzly of cats. With paws the
size of pot lids, the Amur is a S00-pound
force that can—in the words of John Vail-
lant, author of the thriller The Tiger: A True
Story of Vengeance and Survival (Knopf,
$27)—absorb bullets “the way Moby-Dick
absorbed harpoons”

It’s also a frighteningly smart animal with
a long memory and a vindictive streak. The
people of Primorye —mostly loggers and fur
trappers—have an understanding with the 450
or so tigers that live among them: You don't
bother them, they don’t bother you. In the
winter of 1997, however, a local poacher up-
sets that balance, stealing boar meat from a
tiger kill. The predator responds by tracking
down the thief and eating him.

So begins The Tiger, a masterpiece of re-
constructed reportage by Vaillant, author
of the pass-around-the-campfire classic The
Golden Spruce. Vaillant tells the tale through
three points of view: those of the poacher, the
tiger, and Yuri Trush, a wildlife cop charged

the film rights.) Trush tracks the tiger and the
tiger tracks Trush, and the denouement comes
down to a roar—“loud like a jet)” Vaillant
writes—and Trush’s split-second reaction.

But what elevates The Tiger from adventure
yarn to nonfiction classic is Vaillant’s mastery
of language. Every now and then he dropsina
paragraph-length essay that stands alone like
a polished gem. His riff on the “unintended
courtesy” of wildlife paths in snow is the kind
of insight that Terry Tempest Williams might
weave an entire book around.

The heart of Vaillant’s book, though, is his
portrait of the life and mind of an Amur tiger.
It’s neither mawkish nor romantic, neither
overly abstract nor scientific, and it pushes our
understanding of the unspoken relationships
between species. “The tiger is strong, power-
ful, and fair one hunter tells Vaillant. “You
have to respect him. You think he doesn’t un-
derstand the language, but he understands
everything; he can read a person’s mind” Tt
sounds far-fetched —until you read this book.
There is alanguage out there in the wilderness,
and The Tiger helps us begin to hear it.
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Mountain of Trouble

The news cycle of a mountaineering
tragedy works like this: First come the
sketchy blog posts, then newspaper and
magazine stories, and finally, a couple of
years after the accident, the requisite
books. That's why your local bookstore’s
shelves are currently clogged with rehash-
ings of the August 2008 tragedy on Pak-
istan's K2, during which missteps and a
massive ice fall killed 11. This calamity's crop
features no fewer than four books—includ-
ing survivor accounts by Dutchman Wilco
van Rqo'rjen and [talian Marco Confortola.
If you need just one version of the story, go
with New York Times staff writer Graham
Bowley’s No Way Down: Life and Death
on K2 (Harper, $26), which cobbles a com-
pelling narrative from interviews with most
of the survivors. Bowley’'s book is a quick
read, reported mostly from sea level. “He
watched as the figure slipped ... cart-
wheeling all the way over, head over heels,”
he writes in one of the more gripping mo-
ments. Though Bowley admits to re-creat-
ing dialogue “based on [his] impressions
of the people,” No Way Down still amounts
to the most complete report of the
tragedy to date. —GRAYSON SCHAFFER

Peter Heller, authaor of The Whale Warriors, attempts to cure the midlife blues with a year-
long surfing trip down the coast of Mexico in Kook: What Surfing Taught Me About Love,
Life, and Catching the Perfect Wave (Free Press, $15). The hitch: Heller is a beginner
surfer, which is what makes the resulting ramble so glorious. In Blind Descent: The
Quest to Discover the Deepest Place on Earth (Random House, $27), James M. Tabor
rehashes the mid-fineties competitions between cave divers Bill Stone and Alexander
Klimchouk, a Ukrainian scientist. Stone's desire to dig always deeper, no matter the human
cost, drives the book. And in The Tenth Parallel: Dispatches from the Fault Line
Between Christianity and Islam (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, $27), Eliza Griswold travels
from Nigeria, where she's accused of being a white devil, to Aceh, Indonesia, where
villagers think the sins of a local adulterous couple will cause another tsunami.

with finding the marauding cat.

Trush soon realizes that this was no ordi-
nary attack. This tiger not only methodically
hunts the poacher but then goes all Charles
Bronson on the people of Primorye, stalking
humans, Vaillant writes, out of fury for every
bullet shot by every poacher (there were
many) during its short, violent six-year life.

The ensuing hunt is all but tailor-made for
the big screen. (In fact, Brad Pitt has optioned
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