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 Prologue

I had been apprehensive about traveling to Africa, not yet understanding, as I do now, that the world is Africa: that Africa has been at the back of the world’s curve for so long that it is now nearing the front again; that the rest of the world, which came from Africa, is becoming Africa again, as if the secret yearnings of an older, more original world are beginning to stir once more, desiring and now seeking reunification by whatever means possible—perhaps subtly, or perhaps in a grandiose way.

There is less and less a line, invisible or otherwise, between Africa and the world. And rather than arousing alarm—or is this my imagination?—it seems possible that as Africa’s long woes and experiences become increasingly familiar to the larger world—radiating, as the origin and then expansion of certain species, including our own, is said to have radiated from Africa, into the larger or farther and newer world—we are turning to Africa not with quite so much colonial patronizing, but with greater respect, partnership.

There are those elsewhere in the world recognizing now that although Africa cannot by certain measurements be said to have prospered, it has, after all, survived—while many in the United States, for instance, exponentially less tested, are already buckling and fragmenting, falling apart at the seams. I am not saying our country yet has a whiff or taste of Africa’s troubles—but I am suggesting that perhaps our own little sag is creating a space within us for something other than arrogance, and maybe even something other than inattention.

One country in Africa, Namibia, is fixing one problem—and I will not label it a small, medium, or large problem—with creativity and resolve. That’s one problem solved, with a near eternity of problems still remaining. But it’s a start.

We in the United States, on the other hand, are moving backwards: removing nothing from our checklist of either social or environmental woes—still proceeding, with the absurd premise that there is a wall between the two—and, in fact, adding to our lengthy checklist of unsolved problems and crises. Often we create new problems as we go, trudging into the next century with considerable unease, as if not only poorly sighted but possessing none of the other sensors at all, compassion included. Moving forward into the twenty-first century, but backwards into time and history, while some countries in Africa (and elsewhere) inch forward.

What is the individual’s duty in a time of war—ecological and otherwise?

What is the individual’s duty in a time of world war?

Always, the two most time-tested answers seem to arise: to bear witness, and to love the world more fully and in the moment, as it becomes increasingly suspect that future such moments will be compromised, or perhaps nonexistent.

And yet: one would be a fool to come away silently from the Namib Desert, having seen what I’ve seen—people in a nearly waterless land continuing to dream and try new solutions that are land- and community-based, and who move forward with pride and vigor and, perhaps rarest and most valuable of all these days, the vitality of hope.

The rhino—guardian of this hard edge of the world, pushed here to the precipice—is giving them hope.


 Part I

PASTORAL




 HAVING ALWAYS BEEN SOMEWHAT CLUMSY IN THE WORLD, and growing more so as I begin to age, I agreed to travel to Africa with my friend Dennis with some apprehension. Dennis, a burly fellow whose presence in the world—having had his arm nearly whacked off at the shoulder by a float plane propeller, and having been charged and knocked down by grizzly bears, enthusiastic rugby players, and others—is still, even after a half century, sometimes extremely exuberant. He tends to see only the positive lights of the world—the bounty over the next rise—whereas I am a practical worrier. And knowing of my clumsiness, I worried that I might make mistakes—simple errors in local customs, out in the bush—that would conspire then to be our undoing. I wasn’t so concerned for myself, but was keenly aware of my responsibilities as a parent, of the need to stick around for my girls.

And yet: I wanted to see a rhino. And not just any old rhino. The white rhinos of South Africa were at that time prospering, inhabiting the brush and veldt country, gigantic and mythic creatures whose appearance, sudden or otherwise, amid the leafy, thorny scrub, or seen grazing at dawn on the pastoral green of a bedewed meadow, should have pleased the desires of any middle-aged man beginning to wonder at what he might not yet have seen or known in the world.

But a white rhino evidently wasn’t good enough. Dennis and the staff and students of his Round River Conservation Studies—a nonprofit group he founded about twenty years ago—were participating in a study of black rhinos. They are rarer and more estranged from the world, you could say, inhabiting the edge of the spooky and surreal Namib Desert, caught between the uninhabitable superheated giant sand dunes (some nearly two hundred feet high) that plunge down into the South Atlantic Ocean, and the scrabbling swell of human communities that cluster farther inland.

In this space between humankind and the uninhabitable abyss lived, and live, the last of the black rhinos, and the first of the black rhinos—the recolonizing stock, if the black rhinos are to ever be restored to the world they once strode in almost unimaginable numbers and with what must have once seemed like almost limitless distribution.

There is perhaps no greater animal that has been relegated and confined to so small and finite a space. Surely it would be an amazing sight to any traveler to witness, like a voyeur, the grace, elegance, and dignity with which these last rhinos inhabit the austere country that the world has bequeathed to them.

The Namib Desert is one of the oldest unchanged landscapes on earth. A meandering contour of basalt prairie that rests like the fuzzy light between dream and wakefulness, in this ribbon of land between the ocean’s dunes and the last of the human communities—the out-flung, hardscrabble goat-herding villages—the rhino’s desert, known informally in recent times as Damaraland, is almost identical, meteorologically and geologically, to how it was more than 130 million years ago.

Because it receives between only one and five inches of rain per year—year in and year out, across the eons—there is little vegetation that grows there, and, as with much of sub-Saharan Africa, life revolves, like a tiny model of our earth, around the presence of water. It is the nearly eternal absence of water that has shaped and sculpted everything in this part of the world—crafting each individual species, and then the movements of populations and cultures, and the relationships between these things, with such godlike intricacy and sophistication that it seems surely some foreknowledge must exist: for surely such intricacy of fit and design cannot be random or crafted on the fly, but instead was laid out earlier, as if by some ancient and celestial cartographer.

But these are middle-aged traveler’s questions or musings, and surely not the black rhino’s. I simply wanted to witness such a ponderous beast out upon such a naked and seemingly unsupportive landscape, and to see new things, and learn new things. I wanted to see the mesmerizing spill of wind-rounded basalt cobbles scattered to the horizon, each stone blood red and time-varnished with iridescent sheen similar to that of birds’ intestines, nothing but Martian-red cobbles on that desert terrain for as far as the eye could see, and farther—for as far as the imagination could see.

Without quite understanding it at the time, I wanted to see also the face or at least a glimpse of the world-to-come—to witness the utter signature of environmental paucity—one of the largest species pushed to the maximum brink: the bitter edge that so many of our own species are hurtling toward here in the United States, and elsewhere in the world. How far away are we, and so many of our endangered species—most notably, in my world back in Montana, the grizzly bear—from that same precipice?

Here, with the rhino, was a creature—the mythic made real—that, better than almost any other mammal, could tolerate a world of almost supernatural heat, and the extreme rarity of water. How many short years before we, even in the flush United States, might be entering such a future? Not just our grizzlies and our salmon, our cranes and darters and tanagers, but we-the-people, perhaps frailest and palest among the species? How far, that future?

I wanted to see the real creature, and I wanted to see the myth too. I wanted to see an animal so stolid in the world, even at the edge of apocalypse. I wanted to see what one journalist called “rhinos on the moon.” I wanted to wake up or—perhaps the opposite—go to sleep, and enter another dream, and to then stand as close as possible to the edge of the dream of that other world, close enough to smell the dust and to bake in the dazzle of heat, and to hear the click of hoofs, and even the shifting of muscle.

I wanted to stand right at the edge of that world—no more than one step away, so that I might even choose to enter it—to witness the creatures that have perhaps lived far beyond their time, as if even the rhinos, having survived and flourished in their old world, have themselves come now to the edge of another dream, one that they too must choose to step into and pass through, and in so doing, be saved or lost.

 


If we cannot fully know the largest and most conspicuous things—the full nature of giant rhinos, for instance, or the future path of so studied a species as mankind, and our own relationship with the world—then how can we be expected to know or learn anything?

This I think is one of the things that attract the eye and the mind to the grand megafauna of the world. It is on the canvas of rhinos, blue whales, elephants, and grizzly bears that our increasingly benumbed eyes, and the rest of our stunned senses, besieged by the amperage of this era, can still seek order and understanding—can still see the master strokes, the primary strokes, of nature writ large. Certainly there is every bit as much beauty in the intermolecular structure, the crystalline lattices, of snowflakes, or in the frozen blood-crystals of a hibernating salamander. But the megafauna promise, sometimes, to make things simpler for us. A glimpse, a glance, reveals much: although even behind the veil of the obvious, or what seems obvious, there is surely much that remains hidden, even among giants.

Big animals, with the broad strokes of their movements and lives, can show us the world, and with those broad strokes lead us further into imagination. They can teach us how to consider small strokes as well. Sometimes when I ponder humans’ place in the world, it seems to me that we are positioned eerily in the middle of almost all things, by which I do not mean the radiant center around which all of nature and order orbits, but rather, in the linear middle; not as dramatic as rhinos, for instance, but possessing (in some ways only) a bit more drama than, say, a snowshoe hare, a lemur, or a Norway rat. 

We are well positioned in the world to act as sentries or witnesses from that midpoint and look back at the small while looking forward to the grand. And from that curious midpoint too we are able to see back into history, and through the tools of science, able to see some distance into the future.

So this was another of the concerns that I carried with me to Namibia: that even at a species’ bitter edge, there could be hope; and that as long as there is creativity and imagination, there can be hope. In my home valley, the Yaak, in northwest Montana, our own ultimate megafauna, the grizzly bear, has dwindled from perhaps three dozen, when I moved here nearly thirty years ago, to perhaps only one dozen. In the last seven years alone, there have been twenty-seven known human-caused mortalities of grizzlies in the Cabinet-Yaak ecosystem, the home of the most endangered population in North America. Dwindled isn’t the right word; they’re in freefall, and no public agency is stepping up to halt it. The activist Louisa Willcox and others have labeled the Cabinet-Yaak bears “the walking dead.” These last surviving bears inhabit a landscape so dangerous to their continued survival—a national forest riddled by too many roads, too many clearcuts, and too many noxious weeds, and with no strategic plan in place to protect the low-elevation private lands that surround the Cabinet-Yaak country, and no planned corridors to connect this unique, lush landscape to other regional ecosystems—that even the last twelve living bears may now possess a punched ticket for extinction, unless dramatic measures are taken.

I could rant and rave about the absence of courage or conviction among government leaders under the feckless environmental guidance of George W. Bush; I could continue haranguing the agencies responsible for protecting this species, and this landscape, the way I and many others have been hectoring them for these past many years. But that hasn’t gotten the grizzlies very far. In fact, on the contrary, we’ve been losing ground. Whatever it is that we’ve been doing, or not doing, the grizzlies can’t stand much more of it. We—they—might have time for one more idea, one more game plan—maybe—and I think it will have to be a plan that takes into account the political cowardice, the degree of corporate ownership in this country, thick even into the halls of Congress and the White House.

To pretend otherwise in prescribing a cure—a real-world cure, as opposed to a pen-and-ink cure—would be like a physician looking at a patient riddled with cancer but then prescribing a course of treatment that does not acknowledge that cancer. It’s taken me a long time to accept the belief that bitching and moaning is not going to be enough to get to the bastards. They are too insulated, too good at dodging and weaving and running out the clock. Even the temporary tonic of lawsuits and injunctions, while often life-saving for the grizzlies, are but stays of execution; even with those defenses, the Cabinet-Yaak grizzlies are hurtling toward extinction and could be completely gone in another ten years.

To save grizzlies in the West, we must find places where they, if not we, can avoid our consumptions and the countless clumsy mistakes we commit against the natural world each day. We must find a place where they are safe from our ceaseless hungers.

We also need to find a way to help the grizzly to be viewed locally as an asset, as well, rather than a liability: something whose increasing numbers, for instance, might trigger more economic assistance.

In my county—Lincoln County—our local unemployment and health issues aren’t African in scope, but neither are they quite like anything else in America. Unemployment fluctuates between 12 and 25 percent, and one-third of the population tested has shown signs of pleural thickening in the lungs, a possible precursor to the fatal disease mesothelioma, courtesy of the W. R. Grace asbestos mine—once the largest in the world—which operated here up until 1990, despite the company and the government’s knowing the toxic effects of their product and its harm to workers and townspeople.

The disease—Peter Grace’s legacy, and the Reagan-Bush administration’s legacy, takes years, even decades, to manifest itself, but has already killed more than two hundred in a small town of approximately 2,500, leading health care officials to speak of thus far having only encountered the tip of the iceberg.

Corporate avarice and manslaughter possess perhaps a tonal difference, and are different from the slave trade that was unleashed on Africa and the genocides that have marched almost uncontested against that continent, though in the end, to the victims, is not the result the same? Isn’t dead dead?

And certainly, the AIDS pandemic—5.6 million people infected in South Africa alone—is a quantum universe away from the brutalities of mesothelioma, though again, only in scale, only in numbers. Here too, in Montana and the United States, Congress and the White House bicker in a way degrading to humanity over corporate responsibilities, over who should pay, and how much, if at all, for the treatments that can buy some wedges of time for the victims of mesothelioma, an utterly horrific disease.

The two stories, Africa’s and my valley’s, are not the same. And yet in traveling to Africa, I was surprised, upon arriving, to begin to suspect, as I looked around, that even coming from the backwoods of a forest far up in northwestern Montana, with a population of 150, I already had a pair of spectacles that would allow me to look at Africa.

Everything I would see would be new and different, but the prescription for my lenses did not need changing, and the stories were so eerily the same that despite the different and amazing cast of characters and elements, it seemed the only difference was one of time, not space; that the rhinos were the grizzlies, and Africa’s Bantu our Sioux. It seemed that Story was all, that Story controlled everything. That the world was unfolding like the sweep of dominoes—whether by design or chance has long been argued, and probably will be argued for at least a while longer—or like the tops of grass gusting before a swirling wind that advances across the field so quickly that from a distance, one can see it all happening, the grass tops bending almost simultaneously, and yet one can see too the patterns of the wind’s breath.

From such a perspective, the viewer can be mesmerized, spellbound by the grace of that vision, if relentlessness can be said to be a kind of grace.

To such a viewer, the wave of Europeans crashing onto the shores of America is surely little different from the wave of Europeans washing onto the shores of Africa’s South Atlantic. The travelers, the voyagers, struggle ashore, still possessing, perhaps, remnants of the superior technology that allowed them to even attempt, or thus far succeed at, such a journey, where they are either attacked and vanquished by the natives, or where the natives instead aid, abet, and rescue the travelers, who in turn then subsume their rescuers, in one form or another—usually, but not always, violently—over the course of a year, a decade, a century: it matters not to the gust, the swirl, of wind. Stand on the timeline in any one place in America in 1776, or 1876 at the Little Bighorn, blink or nap for a moment, and one awakens, or reopens one’s eyes to be standing in South Africa in 1976.

Closing one’s eyes again, one advances twenty years, falls back fifty, skips ahead thirty, or even two hundred. It is all wind, and perhaps only the substrate below is firm—though a geologist knows that even this myth offers no truly enduring reassurance, for even the most durable and unchanged landscapes are dissolving and then being re-formed beneath that breath, worn smooth and eroded by wind and sun, ice and snow, and by the endless passage of life across the land, with the travelers etching tiny paths across the surface, and the forces of erosion focusing themselves then upon those trails, those downcuttings toward the source of the land itself, which, the geologist knows, is the fire, the fever, at the center of the earth.

A traveler leaving his or her small province is always surprised by this revelation—seeks and always finds the similarities, even in the midst of other differences, and is always surprised by them. And yet why should they surprise us—particularly the American traveler? What colonial arrogance still resides in each of us, like a virus—Bantu or Texan, New Yorker or Inuit—in some ways perhaps residing in us more strongly than ever, with each passing century, for us to think or assume that it, the world, should be any different here in Africa, or anywhere?

In some ways, I think it is our subconscious or unconscious dreams of landscapes—particularly a landscape not yet altered by humans—that lead us to believe that just because there may be an infinitude of possibilities on any one landscape, there can also be an infinitude of different stories.

We want our continents and their stories to be utterly different. In our innate hungers, we desire there to be a richness of stories, when our real wealth lies in the elements within that more common one-story. We forget what the geologist knows and does well to remember, which is the story of Pangaea. It is no Bible myth, no fevered dream of a shaman, that the earth was once whole, and the sea once total and complete; no pagan tale that the earth rose above the waters, and that the firmament was then spread and separated like clay, breaking apart and floating into different corners of this small planet.

 


City or country, mountain or desert, north or south, no matter: One of the ways we enter a new landscape or new environment is through story, and Dennis, who has only begun traveling to Namibia a few years ago, nevertheless has plenty of them. In the vacuum of my inexperience, his stories fall like rose petals, accumulating, twisting, seeking to collate into meaningful narrative.

Dennis doesn’t vouch for the stories’ veracity, but he tells me that others have told him that a camper will do well to sleep with a towel or blanket over his face for protection against hyenas. The hyenas, says Dennis—so he has heard—like to bite the face of sleeping victims, and so if they can’t see the face, they will pass on by.

There’s another story like that, he says, about lions, but he can’t quite remember how it goes. It’s something about lions under trees, he says: If you’re out walking, and happen to see a lion under a tree, don’t look at the lion, or the lion will be obligated to eat you. Or maybe it’s that way only for sleeping lions: If the lion sees you seeing it sleeping under the tree, it has to eat you. “Anyway,” Dennis says, “whatever it is, if you walk up on a lion under a tree, pretend you didn’t see it.”

He didn’t really know whether to believe the stories about the black mambas or not. “Everyone said not to drive with your windows down, or else the mambas would jump up off the road and come in through the window. They lie on the side of the road, looking like sticks, and then when a car or truck goes past, they jump up.” Dennis shrugs. “We had a student who had one jump up against the window of her Land Cruiser,” he says. “She had the window rolled halfway up to keep some of the dust out, and she saw what she thought was a stick lying on the road, but when she went past, it rose up on its tail and bit at the glass,” he says. “If the window hadn’t been rolled halfway up . . .”

It takes a long time to learn to fit in the world. In America, we don’t so much control nature as simply run away from it. We seek to neuter nature, but really end up numbing or sterilizing only ourselves.

Bleary from the seemingly relentless travel—Yaak to Spokane to Salt Lake to Atlanta to Cape Town to Windhoek, forty-eight hours of nonstop travel, though only a hundred years ago the journey would have taken weeks if not months—we overnight at a country club, where there is a garish casino, an outdoor pool, all-night sprinklers hissing to keep a desert lawn green, a vast buffet, and, seated on couches by the bar, ladies for hire, dressed as garishly as reptiles, with beaded sequined dresses, frosted hair, supernaturally long eyelashes, and makeup like war paint. Boots up to their knees. One of them is wearing what appears to be a bulletproof metallic vest. They are waiting for their dates, rumpled-looking businessmen still in their suits, and from the dining room below, I can hear a recording of Bing Crosby singing “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.”

Is this, or is this not, Africa? You would think that the older a person gets—the more experience a traveler obtains—the less that homesickness would be a problem for him or her. But I have not found that to be the case for myself. It grows stronger, and comes more easily, comes quicker, with each passing year. For a homebody such as myself, any venture into the outside world can be like going out onto thin ice, with my serenity in the world able to be disrupted by a single sound, a single unpleasant event: as if some saturation point has been reached wherein the heart can be made heavy by even one tiny, dangerous thing. Like the last straw placed upon the camel’s back, even a trip to town, some days, can elicit such a response—I just want to be home—and here, even while on the trip of a lifetime, I can find myself trembling suddenly, as if about to fall through that ice, wanting nothing more than to be going about the mundane tasks of everyday life, and of parenting. Here in Windhoek, as I’m listening to Bing Crosby, and weary from the travel, the homesickness comes creeping in like a plague, or like floodwaters, and there’s nothing I can do about it but ride it out.

It does pass—I’ve learned that, in my travels—but when I’m in the midst of it, the only three things that can help are to get lost in a good book, or to spend myself physically—to walk, or run, or swim—or, sometimes, if I’m lucky, to sleep it off, as one might go to sleep with an injury or other illness, hoping that the next day—miraculously—might bring healing, and the absence of pain.

What a delicate aesthete I am for the gearing of my interior world to be so easily rocked, upset by a single, sad image—garish prostitutes in a sea of AIDS, electronic Christmas decorations from home, the fruitless ambition and ceaseless waste of the sprinklers.

Why fight for the rhinos, the grizzlies, and the glaciers, with the world being turned now so violently upside down?

“Doesn’t everything die at last, and too soon?” writes the poet Mary Oliver.

 


We pick up our rental vehicle the next morning. The proprietor hands us a detailed map of Namibia and shows us the roads we can drive on in which our insurance will be in effect. It is only a handful of roads—the rest of the country is presumably gravel and sand dunes—and while he doesn’t forbid us to drive there, he does tell us that we’ll be completely liable for the vehicle—a Toyota Land Cruiser—which is running a cool $60K in Windhoek these days. Dennis and I look at each other and then Dennis says, “It’s best not to think about it,” and signs the contract.

The truck’s best feature is the fold-out tents welded to a platform on top. Each tent has an aluminum base that folds out (like a sandwich being opened, I imagine, thinking of the lions), with the tent itself then appearing, rising like a magical pop-up toy. (Or, like a beacon that dinner is served, the cathedral-like tent appearing in silhouette against the reddening sky of dusk, and the lions coughing, roaring to one another, padding silently toward the canvas skyscraper on dagger-clawed paws wider than a man’s outstretched hands, breathing their hot and anticipatory breath through a cage of teeth, many of which are as thick in diameter as a man’s finger . . .)

“We’ll take it,” Dennis says. The traffic of downtown Windhoek is glinting, flowing around us like bloodstream amoebae, cars are honking and the heat is building up to its full oven intensity, and I realize that short of a tank, we are not going to find a vehicle that will keep us safe against everything. Rhinos and elephants can tip us over, lions and hyenas can leap spryly onto the top of the vehicle, mambas can sail through the air like arrows unleashed by malignant archers; and that if complete separation from those dangers, however slight, is my desire, I have come to the wrong country. Here, there is still no full prophylactic against the larger and older world.

We drive north in our fancy new rig with its fancy new tires. On his last trip to Africa, up into Botswana, Dennis went through ten flat tires, with service stations sometimes hundreds of miles apart. We have only two spares with us on this journey, but again, what are we to do: stuff ten spares, wheels and all, into the back, along with all our cooking and camping gear?

And it’s not exactly survival camping. We’ve got an extra five-gallon can of gas, a five-gallon jug of water, a sissy folding card table upon which to prepare and eat our meals, folding chairs, a gas stove, little aluminum pole ladders to use in ascending to our tents each evening, and, most amazing of all, a battery-operated refrigerator.

Still, softness aside, it’s an adventure; it’s all new. We muscle our way out of the centrifugal pull of the city, and soon the countryside reveals itself, the scrubby vegetation heat-burnished. Baboons saunter down the highway with the same assurance with which a human might walk the streets of his or her hometown. They look and act like humans—they look like humans who have escaped from a zoo, I think, or like the world remade—and they are the only thing out and about in the great heat, seeming unaffected by it: though we see others of them too, sitting atop the transformers on the poles for telephone and electrical lines, and still others sitting like old men in the shade beneath individual trees, the shapes and silhouettes of their bodies appearing exactly like those of men and women.

Except for the sauntering baboons, the country looks like south Texas—a little brushier, perhaps—and Dennis tells me that, just as in our country, fire suppression is upsetting the previous ecological labor of the centuries, upsetting the work of the eons. In central Namibia, Dennis and his students have been working with a cheetah conservation and rehabilitation program, Save the Cheetah, where one of the most common treatments for injured cheetahs involves eye surgery, because the cheetahs, used to opening up full-throttle on their native landscape, native grasslands, are now encountering too much brush and are tearing their eyes on thorns as they accelerate through the mazes of new brush, where for the tens of millions of years previous there was none.

Termite mounds begin to show up here and there, appearing through the patchwork of brush like pueblo chimneys, the beautiful brick-red color of sun-baked clay. How perfect the world is, how infinite and marvelous the adjustments! The story of Africa is the story of heat and paucity—heat, and the absence or conservation of moisture—and as they stipple the torturously hot land, the high towers of the termite mounds act as radiant supercoolers, providing a greater surface area with which to dump the land’s heat, as if the earth here is a desperate, panting, even suffering animal.

The mounds aerate the soil below, too, in a land where otherwise an impermeable hardpan might bake itself into a life-robbing seal, separating the world above from the world below and cutting off the necessary transfer of carbon and other nutrients between the two. In this regard—visually as well as ecologically—the termite mounds are as dramatic as a tracheotomy, and we pass on, leaving the big city farther behind.

Now and again we encounter a town at the infrequent intersection of two roads, and I stare and gawk, trying to take in every little fragment of newness. The beer bottle caps pressed like artifacts into the heat-softened red clay roadsides, the warped hills upon which structures are built, the sagging power lines, the crowds and clots of people lingering back in the shade, the midday central activity around the grocery store, the blessed and complete absence of chain stores, and chain restaurants—there is no one turn of the key that says, This is Namibia, or none that I can see yet.

I don’t know quite what I’m expecting. It’s big and vast, but the country below the country is even more so; and I think that in part this is my instinctive fascination with rhinos, or even the idea of rhinos: that they are not so much metaphor as reality, in their enduring service as ambassadors between this world and that, mute witnesses and, for all we know, judges to the brief scald of human history across this land. Existing unchanged for so long—ten million years, at least, on the oldest unchanged landscape on earth—the Namib Desert has not so much as blinked, geologically speaking, in its last fifty-five million years, so it is as if the rhinos might always have been present, pre-known and pre-formed in that other world, and were awaiting only to be released; waiting to emerge, perhaps, as if resting just beneath some sun-baked hardpan, the erosion of which finally allowed the rhinos to step up and out and into the world. 

It is the genius of beauty to make a thing look easy when in fact it has been anything but. In the end, looking at a rhino—examining and considering it closely—I wonder what else could have developed, out on this singular world?

Of course this desert-land had to sculpt a three-thousand-pound nearly blind racehorse with three-foot-long dagger horns, capable of eating poisonous plants and going without water for days. The fit is astonishingly hard-gotten, with the story of evolution and natural selection a tale of such power and glory and, always, the finer twists of occasional mercy, that I sometimes wonder, no disrespect intended, how it would read had the Bible not given us the six-day short version.

Maybe this is one of the great and many differences between humankind and God, or a God: the former appreciating the play-by-play, fifty-million-years-in-the-making saga of How to Make a Rhino, while to the latter, such a feat might seem like only a quick magic trick, if that, a handkerchief waved over a top hat, with a surprise—a rabbit—appearing, much to the audience’s surprise and entertainment.

Does the audience ask how the trick was done? No. Does the audience seek to understand each individual cell in the rabbit, and the effects of iodine transfer between and across cell walls, in the rabbit? No. The rabbit is summoned, the rabbit appears, and the audience gasps; the audience’s attention is directed toward the magician.

And yet, would it not also be an act of worship, respect, and even obeisance to seek to examine and celebrate the magic, not just the magician? And would it not be a matter of great profanity to willfully erase—or even allow to be erased—some of the very creations upon which the magician labored longest?

Though I do not know it yet, this is one of the reasons I am in Namibia, and pursuing rhinos: to observe a story of recovery rather than continued loss and diminishment, and to witness the reemergence of not just any species, but one as magnificently dreamed and crafted as a rhino.

Would not the sight of such an animal reemerging into the world—climbing as if slowly back up the steps from the dusty basement in which it had long been imprisoned or contained—be, for all intents and purposes, like witnessing the animal’s first emergence, first creation? 

The tip of the first horn appearing first, perhaps, piercing the overburden of soil that lies across the land like an armored skin. The second horn appearing then, followed by the ears, and the top of the head.

A cloud of red dust, and a tremor in the earth as the animal labors to find purchase with its ponderous three-toed front feet. More shuddering and dust as the animal climbs all the way out then, perfectly formed and dreamed like some immense hatchling born from the earth itself; or born, perhaps, from the nature and essence of time, or the union of time and this open landscape: this one horribly austere landscape, so unlike any other.

 


The day seems to hang forever, with the flat, harsh light unchanging on the rocky, brushy landscape. We stop for groceries in Otjiwarongo, where the twists and braids of the baked bread are different. Lavishly designed rolls and muffins that would be the envy of any Parisian bistro or Pike Place bakery are piled high in handmade reed and wicker baskets. On the cold drink shelf, there are numerous Africa-made drinks—many of them are mango-based—though there are also some of the ubiquitous gold-green and cobalt blue “power” drinks such as I might find in any convenience store back home.

Still, the familiar is the exception—indeed, this one product and a certain red and white decorated carbonated beverage are the only two items with packaging I recognize—and even the act of navigating the narrow shopping aisles, with every single product, whether salt or olive oil or flour or sugar or raisins, as strange and dazzling as some unknown and never-before-seen species, is completely new.

A young man helps us carry our week’s worth of groceries out to the truck. Earlier, another young man had come up to us in the store and introduced himself, asking our names and shaking our hands for no clear reason that I could discern; and though friendliness had been a part of it, there seemed to be a touch of something else to it. I thought I detected the urgency of commerce—that universal language—and then I felt bad for suspecting such a thing. Maybe he just wanted to try out his English on native speakers. It seemed more than that—perhaps, having marked us so obviously as tourists venturing into the bush, he wished to provide his services as a guide—if so, we would have to tell him our travel plans were already arranged—but again, maybe I was wrong and he was just being friendly.

His eyes had seemed almost desperate, however, and he had been reluctant to leave us—he was asking us where we lived, how we liked Africa, what animals we had seen, what our plans were, and so forth—and with our natural reticence or guardedness engaging more deeply with each new question, we finally were able to ease away and make a hopefully tactful transition back to the examination of cloves of garlic, a lemon, an orange. The freshest possible pork chops, the big brown eggs with the fewest cracks.

Back at the truck, as we’re rearranging our gear, and sorting, stacking, and wedging the cold goods into the nifty little refrigerator, our friend from inside the store shows up beside us flashing a knife, a bright razor, and a handful of carved nuts. He’s asking if we’re married, asking if we have children, asking the names of our wives and children, asking if they would like some of his carvings.

Like a school of fish, his associates are surrounding us now, as if to pin us against the truck. Dennis sidles away to the right-hand driver’s side, while I keep myself between the door and the marketeers.

The nuts are about half the size of a Ping-Pong ball and are carved with intricate scenes of African wildlife etched into the nut-brown skin to expose the cream color underneath. They dangle from leather thongs, looking, I suppose, like novel Christmas ornaments, and had I seen one in a store, I might have stopped to examine it briefly.

Unfamiliar, however, with this manner of shopping—defensive rather than offensive shopping—I am uninterested in the multitude of clacking nuts being waved at me, and am chagrined to see that my name has already been carved into at least one of them, as has Dennis’s.

Somehow—even as I am in the act of saying goodbye, thank you, no thank you, and am climbing into the truck but rolling the window down for politeness—the conversation has become one of how much. Dennis is grinding the gears into reverse, and I am sorting through my pockets for the proper amount of buy-off money, counting out the beautiful bimetal gold and silver coins of various sizes and shapes, themselves festooned with various wildlife images—no dead presidents here—with some of the coins worn as smooth as river rocks, the once bright metal polished down to a duller sheen now not by the relentlessness of water or time but by the hands of humans, countless fingering transactions such as the one occurring even now, this brilliantly hot December day. 

The coins are as beautiful as the nuts, and hence an even trade, but with tactful freedom a part of the deal now, and the Toyota clacking and grinding as Dennis backs quickly but carefully out of the parking lot, the throng falls back, parting and then recoalescing, sorting out the South African rand and Namibian dollars according to which vendor sold which nut, and the difference between our lives and affluence and privilege so vast as to seem cataclysmic, unfathomable, immoral. And yet, what can any one individual do to change the disorder and imbalance of the world? Were the situation reversed—were Dennis and I hawking nuts beside a rapidly retreating new rented Toyota—what would we wish for, what would we ask for, and what would be deemed moral?

We are in the world such a short period of time. What is the true path, or the best path, or the shining path? Where do its branches travel, day by day?

As we drive farther north and west, I brood, wishing I had bought more nuts: ashamed of the silly, reactive bargaining that came over me, and of my instinctive defensiveness with my money, when I had so much and they had so little.

It’s crazy to be fretting about such a thing—a nut!—but it bothers me. Ironically—or maybe not ironically—one of the best things we from the pathologically affluent society of America can give is our support for the rhinos, and support of the rural communities that support the rhinos.

Rhinos, I tell myself, not nuts. We’re here for rhinos. It’s the old traveler’s dilemma, one of the tourist’s many indulgent rhetorical dilemmas—to buy or not to buy?

Fortunately, too, as it will turn out, we will have many subsequent opportunities to purchase additional nuts: at almost each and every stop.

 


For a long time, the light remains as it is, harsh and flat and glinting against an increasingly rugged landscape of red-rock basalt and scraggly brush, the vegetation surprisingly green, the result of the freshet of last week’s rain—the rainy season, all one inch of it, having come and gone—and there seems now to be only one road in all of Namibia, and we are the only ones on it. We ascend rises and ridges, with more landscape appearing below us, and although as a geologist I know I am looking at some of the oldest earth there is, the effect is that it’s all brand-new, rarely explored, and waiting to be explored, if not quite discovered.

The light is finally beginning to soften. We descend one long plateau and enter a narrow canyon that looks not unlike the red-rock vistas of Navajoland, complete with sand washes. In the umber light, we spy a herd of springbok, our first herd sighting of African ungulates. There are over a hundred different native species in Africa (North America has about one-tenth the number), and to the question of Why?—Why so many?—a scientist will likely answer Grasses—there are many grasses, and few trees, in such an arid land—and yet still, the numbers seem excessive, unless it is simply that ours are impoverished.

 


We’re used to thinking of the Bible’s creation story, the six-day run, as metaphor for world’s beginning, and the so-called ascent of man—Day One the Precambrian, Day Two the single-celled organisms, Day Three the swimming vertebrates, Day Four the rise of reptiles and birds, and so on and so forth. But it occurs to me that in addition to being history, the story might also be prophecy: that indeed, if the story plays itself over and over, radiating into time and space like the ripples of a stone tossed in a pond, we might currently find ourselves in midstride of some further version—with those ripples and story replications expanding, I suppose, all the way out to the end of time, or the end of space, if such things exist. Or not; what does it matter?

Hence, in a larger story, a larger telling, the continent of Africa itself and all its history to date might be but Day One or Two—the dab of clay, the heated dust. And the fracture of Gondwanaland and the drifting across the sea was but Day Three—the oceans mixing with that clay and dust to make new continents, some with rumpled skin and others sere and plain.

What if we—in this present story, present scale—are only at Day Three or Four, or Day Five, tops?

Such a notion does not fit with anything we have been taught or told, or with the sometimes sinking feeling and other times urgency that seems to inform us that the world is full, that the story is running out of possibilities, that the end is very near, and that even time itself seems to be collapsing rather than expanding, ripple-like.

I certainly don’t know. I do know that in Africa I felt even tinier against that scale of time than I do in Montana, standing on a windy ridge, tiny against the scale of space. And that either way, in both instances—atop the windy Montana ridge, or staring across the unchanged-in-time Namibian desert—it feels wonderful to understand more precisely how tiny we are.

The springbok look quite a bit like our pronghorn antelope, the blazing speed of which was molded by a North American cheetah long since extinct, but with our pronghorn still possessing that superlative and now useless excess of speed, like an echo, a ghost or shadow of what once was.

I want to see what these babies can do. Dennis has pulled over to the side of the road to take photographs, and once he finishes, I climb out of the truck and walk across the gravel road and into the basalt, where the springbok stand in a loose shadow, like a school of fish, scattered yet coalesced, watching.

A few twitch their tails and look about as if for guidance or clarity while I continue to approach, but for the most part, the general mood is that they do not take me seriously.

I’m having to walk carefully among all the rocks, and though I suppose I must appear to them exactly as I am, and that they are perceiving reality—a forty-six-year-old man in tennis shoes, walking clumsily through the rocks—in my mind, I am twenty-six again, or even sixteen, and I am remembering the fastest I ever ran, and the strongest I ever was, and it is a pleasant memory, a pleasant myth.

I continue to wander closer, and only when the nearest animal begins to take its first step away—more of a mechanical reaction, like the end of a magnet rotating away from a polar similarity, than any true fear response—do I lurch into a sprint, charging straight out at the herd.

In my mind, I’m flying; in my mind, I’m fleet, and to be feared, so that this sudden announcement of my desire should be enough to catapult them into wild and springing flight—eliciting in their terror an involuntary burst of full throttle.

Instead, for a long time, they do not run—do not move at all—but instead continue to watch me a little anxiously, though with what might be viewed as concern. As I jar my way toward them, navigating the rock field as athletically as I can (in my mind, I’m still flying), it appears for a moment in that dimmer, redder light that it is me they are concerned for, rather than themselves.

And though it gradually begins to dawn on me that I am not moving quite as fast as I had envisioned—again, that distance almost a chasm between truth and fact, or perception and reality, the living, waking dream-space between—I am gradually drawing closer to the herd—quite close, actually—so that finally they are compelled to begin to move.

They do so, however, not with the electric and involuntary surge of electricity I had envisioned, but with all the excitement and motivation of a herd of old donkeys, leaning forward into a trot; and still I stay after them, dogging them, but now they are spreading apart, immediately and effectively diffusing my charge, I see, so that now only one or two of them will have to sprint, if that.

I used to be fast! I used to be a lion. Wasn’t this how it once was, or am I imagining that? Was it but a dream? I veer suddenly and angle in on one of the nearest springbok, closer now than I have yet been, and it seems to be my erraticism rather than any blaze of speed that concerns the springbok, for it wheels away with a couple of quick steps—for a second, I get a glimpse of the pre-speed, or warm-up speed, of which they’re capable, if not the real thing. And then, almost, it seems, to humor me—as if understanding what I want—the springbok leaps into the air and kicks its spry little legs, boink, boink, almost as if unable to help itself, like a sneeze, or a shudder.

Even with that mild response, the springbok has doubled its distance from me with no more effort than a yawn, and the rest of the herd has also ambled up into the rocks, a similar distance away. I stop and watch the springbok, which have also stopped and are likewise watching me, and I have two choices—to be amused or frustrated by this seemingly uncloseable distance.

I decide to choose the former and to remain in the comfortable territory of perception, if forced to lean one direction or the other. And the springbok know this, knew it even before I got out of the truck, I suppose. A man on foot is neither a lion nor a cheetah, and desire is not substance; desire has neither fang nor claw—is nothing but a kind of ghost.

I walk back to the truck (the springbok continue to stand there on the hill, watching—logging this curious behavior into their databanks, perhaps) and pick my way carefully through all the rocks, grateful that I did not trip and fall and injure myself. Such an injury would have been bad enough, but explaining it would have been even worse.

 


We drive up and out of the quick-darkening springbok canyon—it looks like the Hollywood setting for every stagecoach ambush that was ever filmed—and follow the winding road up onto a mesa. I had thought the fast-dimming sky was merely a function of our being down in the canyon, with the high basalt ridge simply blocking out what was surely still a surfeit of remaining sunlight, but upon gaining the mesa, I am surprised and disoriented to find that even up high, a similar darkness pervades, that although the heat of the day has been summer-like, or beyond summer—like some new-created fifth season, incandescent and broiling—there is no such thing as twilight, and it’s possible here to see night falling like a bird shot from the sky.

We stop on the mesa and stare down into the next broad red valley. There seems to be no soil all the way to the horizon, only red rock and gravel, in which grow occasional tufts of straw-colored grasses, or, in certain clefts where a trickle if not a torrent of rainwater might occasionally flow, a tree or two, dramatic and lush in their solitude, and with that clump of feathery green soothing against the baked red world that spread in all directions.

There is a hut on the mesa, assembled of flagstone and generous scoops of mortar—more of a small pavilion than a hut, with a single crude-hammered table onto which have been carved and then painted the markings for some chess- or checkers-looking game unfamiliar to me. Countless bottle tops are heel- and time-smashed into the red grit hardpan in all directions—every available bottle-cap-size space on the ground is embedded with such a cap, the printing on each long ago worn down to bright spit-shine polish, so that were a light rain falling, the whole embedded hillside might be as slippery as lake ice, and those who sought to walk on it might be able to glide with the smoothness of skaters.

But this windy evening, with inky night settling quickly over the rift-valley beyond, the mesa is bone dry, and Dennis and I sit in the abandoned open-air shelter and watch the darkness come hurrying in. The day’s last light glints upon the bottle caps, giving the ground the brief appearance of a glittering diamond dance floor, and then that dazzle fades and it is darker than ever, and an evening wind begins to escalate out on the point.

This, as well as the view—the summit, the common juncture between several valleys—must be why this point was chosen for the hut, and Dennis and I take a cold Tusker beer from the miraculous little refrigerator and sit there in that last light, with the heat finally leaving the land—leaving it quickly now, in that wind, disappearing almost as quickly as the light itself—and we stare out at the valley below.

There is nothing, and we look out at nothing, and we feel a peace and a stillness that in no way should be correlative to the near past, the human history that resides just beneath the land to the north, the land we are looking out at, only a few short decades ago; or, for that matter, yesterday, or this morning, this afternoon, now.

 


For a long time, beneath the general veneer of my pop culture, I’d heard occasional abstract allusions, like whispers, to Africa’s having endured a genocide no less horrible than the Holocaust—the erasure of a race of mankind upon his and her own homeland for no other reason than . . . well, for no reason; for artificial external factors masquerading as reasons, flimsy masks meant to cover, like manhole covers, the horrific vents leading up and out of the twisted, rotten places within the human heart, human mind, human soul. Vents and rifts arising as if straight from some hellish cauldron far below.

Here too, the body count—as if one million was somehow worse than one—was several million, and also occurred in the twentieth century, often at the hands of the same German military. There are too many obscure textbooks and oral history compilations detailing the atrocities, and yet there are not enough. There are an infinitude (if one cares to look deeply enough—which is, again, not very deep at all) of heart-rending, or perhaps heart-deadening, descriptions of the barbarities committed by one human against another, one human to another. One of the favorites of the day—like a trend, perhaps—involved tossing a child, or a baby, from one soldier to the next, until the soldiers’ arms grew weary, or they were bored, at which point one of them would end the fun with their bayonet.

Not once, or twice, but thousands, then tens of thousands of times, then millions, on each continent, like some mad cell replicating. It was this way in Europe; it was this way in Africa. It was this way on the American continent as well—we were just fortunate, perhaps, for our peace of mind, to have gotten much of our killing and torturing out of the way in the previous century. Or so one must hope. An extra half-inch of steel upon the manhole cover; another few years’ remove. Or so one must hope.

In his startling and lyrical memoir of East Africa, The Zanzibar Chest, Aidan Hartley recalls growing up among villages in which, as recounted by his father, “the last Caucasian they had seen before him was an officer of the Schütztruppen who had ordered the village chief to be buried alive simply as a warning to others to behave.”

Amid the veneer of the times, there is often heard, whenever the uncomfortable subject of the still ongoing genocide in Africa is broached, the mention—not a rationale, certainly, but more a pitiable kind of defensive attempt at even another half-inch of detachment—that the current African wars, like many of those in the past, are civil wars, and therefore somewhat of a lower priority on the long list of “trouble spots” to which a white knight on a steed might gallop, seeking to spread freedom.

A central façade to Europe’s colonization of Africa was the notion that Africans were “incapable, childlike, vicious, and primitive,” explains Hartley. It was an old and self-fulfilling truth. “Numbers had already been weakened by the nineteenth century Arab slave trade,” writes Hartley. 

 


With Europeans also came sand flies . . . which infected Africa’s soils with jigger worms that rotten the feet of the barefoot peasants. Colonial forces . . . imported cattle infected with rinderpest. The disease spread in a wave from the Horn to Southern Africa, destroying multitudes of cloven-hoofed animals in its path. Smallpox, syphilis, and a battery of plagues from the outside world followed. The Africans who survived, decimated by famine, went to war over what resources remained. East Africa is dotted with monuments to the conflicts and pestilence of that time, such as the Rift Valley town of Eldoret, which means “The Place of Killing.” As the Europeans ventured farther into the interior they discovered swathes of territory where few people survived. My ancestors beheld this scene and assumed that it had always been like this—with the Africans living in a benighted state of perpetual war, pestilence, and famine.


 


Against such a tableau, wrote one of the chief European proponents of colonization, Captain Ewart Grogan, it was the duty of so-called civilization “to fit the country as a future home for [our] surplus populations . . . to make new markets and open up country . . . to suffer temporary loss for the future benefit of humanity.”

Some of that temporary loss involved the practice of desert-dumping. The colonizers soon learned how tedious it was to execute entire villages, and problematic as well, for health and labor reasons, to dispose of so many bodies in the heat. They began to export vast numbers of their prisoners, by truck and by train, into the interior of the harshest and most inhospitable land in Namibia—the territory once known as Damaraland—the lunar desert landscape that has been unchanged for 182 million years, with its nearly nonexistent moisture and otherworldly temperatures. It was a place where no humans, or no culture, had ever been able to survive, and it was the haunt, the birthplace, of the desert or black rhino.

The Germans dumped the prisoners there, in rags or nothing, with neither food nor water, abandoning them to die, which they did.

Some, however—miraculously, torturously—lived, and remained there, hanging on, like seed drift having made it all the way to the moon, or Mars. Their descendants—second- and third-generation survivors now—still dot the perimeter of Damaraland, in knots and clusters, herding goats and standing ankle-deep, and then knee-deep, in the wave of AIDS that is submerging the continent, latest and probably not last of the legacies of mankind.

Travel far enough back in time and almost anywhere in the world was once a paradise—a greening Garden of Eden—the sagebrush prairies once submerged beneath shallow swamps and marshes, the austere mountaintop once a riverside meadow. But Damaraland is not one of those places, or not within the last 130 million years, anyway. If anything, it is the anti-Eden, and yet somehow—as if, somewhere in the world, there existed such an overflow of grace that some wisp or trace of humanity would be allowed to survive here—some of those deportees found a way to keep living, if not to prosper. 

Perhaps the nearest water hole was five days and nights away, its whereabouts and existence unknown to them. Perhaps some of the travelers gave up, and holed up, there in the hardpan sun with no shade or sustenance, and after two or three days simply died. Others might have set out walking, in one direction or another—west and north, perhaps, so as to keep the unbearable sun at their back—where after a couple of days they too expired, baked like hams or roasts, their internal organs cooked to the point of failure.

Against all known rules in the world, however, some of them survived. They held on long enough, one way or another, found enough moisture or made do without, until becoming fortunate enough—lucky enough, guided almost always by grace—to stumble blindly and unknowingly toward, and then into, one of the hundred or so alkaline watering holes that dot, like tiny water fountains in a school hallway, a territory of more than 50,000 square miles.

The traveler, or travelers—a band, a cluster, fast diminishing, their numbers falling with each passing hour like individual petals, drying and curling to a leathery crispness, fluttering from an aging blossom—would have wandered across the trackless, stony plains. Only from the highest promontories would they have been able to discern any larger pattern in the landscape: more mesas, more plains, more absence, more suffering. 

Some mornings, to the southwest, they might have noticed lingering on the horizon, well over a hundred miles away, a thin silver ribbon of opaqueness, something like a long wall of cloud that might have hinted at rain but that never approached and indeed vanished by noon every day. That would have been each morning’s fog back out over the Skeleton Coast (so named for the countless shipwrecks), unreachable by foot, too distant, on foot, and with—unimaginably!—even more inhospitable country beyond the rocks and heat and aridity of Damaraland, in the form of the great wind-whipped sand dunes, the largest in the world, that separate the coast from Damaraland like a skirt or apron of superheated and all but lifeless sand. A gecko here and there, or a sand snake, and mountains of towering, shifting red sand.

Those who saw and were lured toward the shining silver and temporal cloud, elusive, ungraspable as a dream, surely perished, while those who stayed and made their peace with the desert might have had a chance, and did have a chance—the chance of grace.

Staggering, tripping and falling, they would have moved slowly across the stony red landscape. In the distance, they would have seen the shining silver backs of the rhinos, immense, at even a distance of several miles and against a backdrop in which there was nothing else to give them perspective. The rhinos, their broad backs and heads and horns reflecting the sun like mirrors, would have appeared to be floating across the landscape, drifting not unlike great clouds themselves.

Other times, the rhinos would have been much closer. The rhinos are extraordinarily nearsighted (for who, or what, needed vision in a landscape in which nothing ever changed, and in which there were so few challengers—so few of anything?). In a land of such heat and grit and wind, might the resources required for the maintenance of ocular precision prove to be extravagant?

Almost always, it seems for the rhinos—for everything—there were fierce choices, fierce pathways to survival: always the gambler’s choice, and yet always the right choice, or the lucky choice, or both.

Keen vision or no vision? Toes or no toes? One horn or two or none at all?

As if backtracking only a short distance, it seems here that the puzzle pieces of time, as well as of consequence, might yet be reassembled to bring reason and meaning, with such order reappearing almost as simply as geologists reassemble the fractured plates of old Pangaea itself across time.

There, the abandoned travelers—one surviving out of every hundred, or maybe two out of every hundred—an Adam and Eve—might have laid their fevered bodies in the shallow waters, the tiny oasis stippled not just with the cloven hoofprints of prey, but the dinner-plate-size tracks of the rhinos, the bicycle-tire-size imprints of elephants, and the fresh mud-spread long-toed tracks of hyenas, wild dogs, and jackals; the firm, muscular tracks of cheetahs and leopards, and, most terrifying of all—terrifying even to a man or woman dying of thirst—the sprawl of lion tracks, fresh-made and larger than the largest man’s outspread hand.

Somehow, the travelers, the prisoners, survived. The lion had passed by an hour or two earlier and did not return until after the travelers had retired to a cave, or fetched up to some point higher on a hill, where perhaps they made a small cairn in which to huddle. A spear was fashioned out of a green branch taken from the oasis, and sharpened by rubbing it against stones. They went back for water, they scavenged, they killed, and in turn, some of them were killed, and yet somehow enough of them kept living—chosen, one could say, to remain, like an uninvited but stubborn guest, on the landscape: scratching and clawing and suffering and enduring.

Who can say at what point residency becomes securely established, if ever? If the guest did not arise as if from an on-site excavation, like the rhinos—constructed of the very dust and clay and mud and sticks and straw upon which it stands—can not all species, whether great or small, be thought of as a kind of guest, with their biological authority in that place a measure instead, or alternatively, of the relative grace (or absence of grace) with which they fit and inhabit that landscape?

On either count, of course, the rhino, and so many other of the African species, possesses the fullest possible and most authentic—if no longer durable—citizenship in the world. The rhino—born of this soil, and of the fire beneath these rocks—is fitted to the surface above as magisterially—as magically—as is our own species almost hopelessly ill fitted, clumsy and almost completely unauthorized.

This landscape is too severe, too stark and beautiful, for the observer to believe in luck. Here, there can only be infinite design, or grace, or some beguiling and elusive and non-knowable combination of grace and a greater desire.

What must that gambler’s choice for survival look like, each time it presents itself? Does it appear as an opportunity, or an ever-narrowing absence of opportunity, a bottleneck through which there is now almost no chance but to hurry through, shooting the gap before the chance closes, taking it as if diving through an open window?

And once the decision is made—deciduous leaves and seed production, or coniferous? emerald breast plumage, or sky blue?—and a species passes through that bottleneck, or crests and then crosses the summit of that tipping point, it must appear in retrospect as, again, a forced move in a designed space.

So seamless is the new fit (the rough edges pasted over by the smoothing polish of time) that there seems never to have been a gamble, there seems never to have been any critical tipping point, in which one step meant oblivion and another salvation.

Who or what makes those choices, and where is the hidden roster of failure, or wrong choices? If the Earth itself is the Book of Life, where is the tablature of loss?

With the exception of deeper Damaraland, the region toward which we are traveling, the landscapes are not overwhelmingly different, and neither are the climates—not by quantum orders of magnitude, at any rate—and yet the choices, the differences, are huge. In northern India, in the Himalayas, I had been astounded to find pueblo-dwelling cultures in landscapes at high desert elevations that seemed the precise equivalent of the much lower elevation deserts of the pueblo-dwelling cultures of the American Southwest, with even many of the religious practices and dances almost identical, shaped not so much by time, it seemed, as by the land. Convergent evolution, scientists call it: different species adapting in similar ways to fit similar niches on earth.

And for a long time, that was how I saw the world: as if those points of difference, those opportunities to diverge from the design or momentum of the world, were infinitesimal at best. Almost as if the dice were long ago cast and the outcome all but preordained.

A single day in Damaraland can explode all that. Certain landscapes appear to be no more than a degree or two off-center, when in reality, here in Namibia, the variations in the paths of life might possess differences of ten, fifteen, even twenty degrees, so dramatic are the outcomes, and the cascading subsequent effects on the web of life.

Something as simple as a leopard caching its kill high in the breezy limbs of an acacia tree is huge; it allows the leopard (sun-dappled-leaf-spotted) to avoid unnecessary conflict with one of the other great and even more muscular cats, the African lion. How paradoxical it seems that in such a harsh environment, life—which we are led to believe is rare and precious—should be so ever present and excessively tenacious as to occupy vertical niches, towers and strata of life constructed seemingly on thin air. Leopards floating in another world ten and twenty feet above our heads.

One of the keys, the secrets of such fantastic life, is the energy of the sun, the excess of the sun—the fantastic solar radiation in Africa yielding a nation of grasses, on which so many ungulates can feed, on which then so many fantastic meat eaters can dwell.

Enter the rhino, then, like Exhibit B, or perhaps Exhibit Z, born magnificently of the loneliness of Damaraland—as if this was one great thing that landscape decided to make, concentrating its wonder and possibility and biomass not in an overly crowded scrabble of multispecies layering, but instead in the one great work, rhino.

Where are our rhinos, I want to know—America’s—and where, for that matter, are Africa’s bears? Could not a grizzly bear live along the cold and foggy Skeleton Coast, foraging on crabs and fish and whales and seals? And could not a rhino graze wherever a bison went, and beyond, climbing up into the rocky basalt plateaus around the Snake River canyon, with a North American sun glinting brightly on its leathery hide?

This is one of the beauties of Namibia, and rejuvenating to a middle-aged traveler: the reminder or revelation of an entirely other world, even as the traveler continues to glimpse similar stories, here and there, decorated in different cloaks, different stripes and spots.

Are time and landscape conjoined—is there a visible connection between time and space—or are there sometimes gaps or differences, certain places in which one force, such as time, exerts a greater guiding breath upon the world, while in other places the made and physical world of space, and of landscape, possesses the greater authority?

Are there places too—such as Damaraland—where time and its passage plays almost no factor at all: where the world’s essence and mystery is all about the land, and only the land, forever unchanging?

 


Across such wretched stone prairie, completely bereft of hope—for if there is no passage or movement of time, how can there be hope?—those abandoned prisoners would have crept and crawled and staggered, following the tracks of the solitary rhinos, or even, sometimes, walking near and alongside them, as if accompanying them, staying just out of their vision, the stumbling prisoners not born or unearthed or excavated from this land, but having arrived as clumsily as seed drift.

Surely the travelers might have thought such an immense animal needed water, lots of water, and though the distant sight of the horned behemoths might have seemed a dream, the fresh-scuffed tracks on the red dust and gravel were not a dream: evidence of where a thing, an amazing thing, had passed. The travelers might have noted the frayed and frazzled ends of the giant Euphorbia bushes, dome-shaped bushes, sometimes eight feet high and twice as wide, the branches still glistening slightly from the rough chewing of some animal: though if the travelers themselves tried to gnaw on the ends of the branches, they would die even more quickly than if they had not, for the Euphorbia bushes are toxic to lesser mammals.

 


How the rhinos themselves survived is a matter of conjecture. Where once they spread across the sub-Sahara portion of Africa in great numbers (some estimates place the peak of their population around 100,000—the same estimate, coincidentally, for the United States’ once-upon-a-time population of grizzly bears), the rhinos plummeted in the twentieth century of war.

They had no substantial natural enemies, up until the twentieth century’s distribution of firearms. Rhino calves were to be defended against packs of hyenas, but that was about it, until the rifles came. Their horns had been prized for use as ceremonial dagger handles, particularly in Yemen, and had been used for centuries in China as a medicine, in ground powder form, for various illnesses, including the flu. (The alleged use of rhino horn as an aphrodisiac appears to be curiously a Western fabrication.) But until the advent of modern artillery, the rhinos’ numbers were relatively unthreatened. The horns they carried before them (actually composed of densely matted fur) were an experiment that had allowed them to survive in the world for so long—a far more effective weapon, it would seem, in that regard, with fifty million years under their belt, while we with our repeating rifles and plastic bullets and neutron bombs and tasers and lasers and rockets and machine guns, have survived for less than two hundred thousand.

The horns were vital to the rhinos, valuable if not priceless to their survival out in the desert; it was just plain bad luck for the rhinos, rather than an ecological miscalculation, that we would appear from out of nowhere—fifty millions years late to the party—and decide, for no real reason at all, that we desired the crafted thing.

Considering such things, you can’t help but wonder, why are we here, and why did we get here so late?

Some teachings would suggest love, or even loneliness, is our calling card, the thing that got us to this banquet—that a creator wanted our curious company—and indeed, that might be the only way ultimately to explain our membership in the world, and our sudden and frail and hairless propulsion through our own bottleneck of the elements—snowstorms and desert heat, wildfires and glaciers, lions and tigers and bears, viruses and plagues—into the pantheon in which we find ourselves today, billions of us adrift and estranged.

The sixth day, indeed! And watching us paratroop down to earth, spinning perhaps like dandelion fluff, what other final caveat could the creator have uttered to us: the do-no-harm entreaty, or one of stewardship?

Dominion, the creator whispered, according to one telling. But that seems a long time ago, and because the command, or so we tell ourselves, was not shouted, we choose, I think, to view it as a blessing rather than a warning, and a right or a privilege rather than a responsibility.

Perhaps—according to at least one telling—we are, in the time-honored tradition of love, beginning to take advantage of that love.

It must have seemed that way to the rhinos, that their birthright had left them. They began to be felled in great numbers, with a ton or more shaking the world every time they fell. They were poached by soldiers of the last century’s various civil wars that shredded southern Africa—poached, it is said, by both armies, all armies, in the conflicts. They were killed by tanks, by machine guns mounted to jeeps that chased them as the rhinos galloped at thirty and forty miles an hour across the desert beneath the broiling sun, with their horns—the larger front horn generally weighing between seven and twelve pounds, and the smaller, second horn, perhaps half that—cut away, after death, while the other three thousand pounds of majesty was left rotting or baking in the sun, testament to a new and mindless, surely uncrafted tipping point.

Across southern Africa, the armies trafficked in illegal diamonds, ivory, and rhino horn to help fund the great Cold War battle between communism and capitalism that was overlaid on the existing civil wars brought by resource depletion and the injustice of apartheid. Communist-backed Angola, to the north, having war waged against it by the U.S.-backed South African army to the south, used the middle territory of Namibia as its battlefield. Black rhino numbers swooned, falling from several hundred thousand before the twentieth century to below 2,500 in the 1990s: one of the ultimate bottlenecks in the history of any species great or small.

Images of Noah’s Ark return: a population whittled down to minuscule populations. I think once more of the grizzlies in the Yaak—a dozen?—and I want desperately to believe that the rhinos can cross over this latest tipping point and continue on into the bright haze of the future.

Apartheid was finally broken, and the wars waned; the rhinos were able, there at the bitter edge of extinction, to take a breather. They were still being poached—the South African army had issued thousands of .303 rifles to the nomadic goat herders living at the edges of Damaraland, ostensibly for protection against any Angolan invasion—and there was a greater and longer-running war of resource depletion, and the ecological ruin of desertification—livestock, and humans, dwelling overlong in any place of vegetation, leaving behind nothing but sand and wind-scalloped erosion, as ruinous as any bomb crater—but at least the rhinos were not being pursued now by the armies.

Pushed to the brink, the world conservation community began to do a little imagining, a little crafting and designing of its own, dabbling in the power of paradox.

They hired poachers to look after the rhinos. They made the rhinos more valuable to the poachers alive than dead. There were so few rhinos that they could assign one poacher—one game guard, as they were now called—to each rhino.

The game guards followed their charges through the desert, tracking them and protecting them, keeping them almost always in or near their sight, like guardian angels with heavy AK-47s slung over their backs, and every bit as attentive to each rhino’s movements, now, and those of other humans coming and going on the landscape, as they ever were. More so, now, for the rhinos’ presence brought sustenance.

Not all of the game guards were poachers or ex-poachers. But that was who knew the rhinos best, and who could track them the best: amazing trackers, able to follow the rhinos across bare stone. If it is true that in the seeds of everything’s creation lies also the story of its destruction, then might it be true too that in the seeds of a thing’s destruction lies similarly its salvation?

 


A second thing the world conservation community did, in their desperation, was to try to get to the rhinos before the poachers did, and to gather them up for safekeeping, placing them in the gigantic Etosha National Park, a 8,600-square-mile landscape entirely surrounded by a chainlink fence. It’s Dennis’s and my goal to catch a glimpse of this park near the end of the trip. Although there is poaching even within the national park, it is less pronounced, and somewhat easier to defend. I found the notion of fences distasteful, even as I recognized the rank luxury, back in Montana, of being able to indulge in such an attitude. My valley still has its twelve or so grizzlies, with the poaching—the illegal killings, for killing’s sake—continuing there seemingly unabated. My prescription, however, is for greater protection for the vast, or once vast, expanses of wilderness in which the grizzlies are still secure. In a forested landscape—unlike the saltpan playas of Etosha—the bears could find hiding cover in any direction, rather than being shiningly visible—luminous—at distances of up to ten miles, as the rhinos are on the salt flats.

How would I feel were that my absolute and only rock-bottom chance at preserving the species—to put them behind the safety of a chainlink fence? I know desperation, even now, with regard to the Cabinet-Yaak grizzlies, but how would I feel to know the calm chill beyond desperation: the knowledge that this alternative—so nearly an admission of failure, and a capitulation, in itself—was the only remaining choice, other than extinction? To build a fence, as if enclosing a garden rather than a wilderness?

Would that not just as well be a thing so much like extinction—so much like failure—as to already render the species gone? For no species exists isolate and separate in the world, not even our own, but is instead always to some degree a function of its relationship with the land that supports it, and when that land and that relationship is gone, then so too vanishes the heart, essence, and true identity of the species.

You can round up the last of the last and place them in corrals and perform captive breeding programs. You can extract DNA from their tissue and store it in vials on the shelves of freezers for the day when scientists attempt to restore and re-create life with no more aplomb than that with which they might embark on a shopping expedition: browsing once more, as if in a mere catalogue, through that Book of Life.

How would I feel were that the only choice left to me and to my landscape? Would I finally acquiesce and say, Go ahead, round them all up? Or would I try to ride things down to the bitter end, never giving up, always holding out some last hope? “Lord, let me die . . . but not die out,” writes James Dickey in his poem “For the Last Wolverine.”

If absence-from-landscape is its own kind of extinction, then I believe that would be my choice—to try to hold on at all costs, even if diminished—for there would always be time—an eternity—to begin the repopulation or recolonization efforts from captive stock, or zoo stock.

It would not, however, be an easy choice. It is not an easy choice.

And if a rhino without its landscape is not a rhino, and a landscape without its rhinos renders the rhino likewise functionally extinct, what is a rhino without its horns?

That too was one of the desperate proposals and, for all we know (we may never know), one of the partial solutions: for biologists to hunt down the last black rhinos and, rather than trying to herd them all up and transport them to Etosha—a budget-busting and logistically problematic effort—to instead simply beat the poachers to the treasure, and to saw the horns off themselves, placing the horns in secret safekeeping, government vaults, where they would be kept off the world market until such possible points in the future as the rhinos were recovered to sufficient numbers for their horns (like the ivory tusks of elephants) to be legally traded.

Chopping off their horns—the very thing, the one thing, perhaps, that most identifies them as rhinos. What if the choice were to chop off their legs, then? Why not chop all of them into various parts and pieces—hiding the parts then like the pieces of some rudely deconstructed puzzle—freezing them, perhaps, and then awaiting an eternity for them to reassemble?

What kind of love for a species—or for anything—would it take to make such a decision: to separate a thing from its home, and from the very essence that had made it?

 


In Horn of Darkness: Rhinos on the Edge, Carol Cunningham and Joel Berger describe their time spent in Namibia in the mid-1990s, trying to research the effects of the horn removal program. The tale they tell is of entering naively a matrix of various environmental groups and philosophies, both foreign and African, replete with the egos and selfishness that seem to attend almost any of man’s pursuits. Berger and Cunningham weren’t convinced one way or the other that the horn removal program was working, and tried to craft a scientific study that would measure one aspect of horn removal, which was the possible reduced ability of female rhinos to defend their young against hyenas.

The need for a larger study—on whether horn removal aided the entire population—was made clear to them, for there were so many variables: wars stopping and starting, horns regrowing, not enough funding to study the animals, and an insufficient number of animals to make a statistical study. It seemed that anecdotally, for every story of finding jeep tracks showing where poachers had followed a rhino and then turned away, seeing that it had no horns, there were stories showing the opposite, where a rhino had been killed anyway: perhaps out of spite, or perhaps for the nub of horn that had started to grow back, with the keratinous material reforming at a rate of about six centimeters per year in the front horn and three in the back.

Again, at what point do we walk away and let the rhino live or die, if we refuse to do the hard work of allowing it to retain some big wild country in which it can be safe? Maybe not closing off a swath of country, making it off-limits to people entirely; but designating some, certainly, as places where motors cannot travel, and where if a traveler wishes to cross the desert, he or she must do so on foot, or mule, or camel, or some other fashion that does not jeopardize the time-honored wildness of the place and all of that place’s complex inner workings, both known and unknown. Wilderness.

It comes back I think to that question of love, and love’s nemesis, denial. If we insist on forever following after the rhinos, clipping their horns monthly as if pruning a hedge, are they still rhinos, or have we already allowed them to vanish and are simply not admitting that to ourselves?

The horns won’t be gone forever, the horn-snipper will answer, just long enough to get them back on their feet, to shoot that gap, to recover. Just long enough to buy time. Just long enough for one more chance.

To one who loves rhinos, and who can summon a hope for the future, and who is too keenly aware of the difficulty of establishing a big wilderness—a huge wilderness—much less enforcing it, it is a compelling, if not heartbreaking, argument.

What would I do back home? Would I remove the grizzly’s claws to save it, or to maybe save it? Would I erase the bull elk’s antlers in autumn, or remove the wolf’s larynx so that it could no longer howl?

And again, considered against the arc of the near-coming future, are not all such deliberations quaint and obsolete? With designer genes, and all the coming experiments—the insertions, splicings, and takings-away—so imminent, perhaps a lover of wild country—and indeed, a lover of the earth—might ought to look hard one last time at his or her beloved, and at the amazing puzzle that once was assembled: for are not the child-gods even at this moment disassembling the very foundations and underpinnings of that once made and once dreamed world?

 


In the end, it might have been a combination of factors that conspired to begin easing those surviving rhinos—not unlike the few surviving prisoners of war who were dumped in Damaraland—through that constriction of death and back into the expansion of life.

Or is it the other way around? Is it the brief, concentrated moment of life that is the constriction—the beautiful bottlenecking, beautiful confluence, of extraordinary moments, elements, and circumstances—while it is death, extinction, and absence that is the boundless broadening, the falling-away of all borders?

The rhinos were here, then gone. And now—maybe—they are coming back.

Namibia was here, intact, then war-torn, stranded between civil wars, but has now gained its independence from white colonial rule—the last country in Africa to achieve independence, which it did in 1990, removing itself from South African rule—and now the rhinos, maybe, are coming back: as if arising yet again from some place of burial, some place of temporary safekeeping.

Maybe it was the end of the drought that has helped them recover, along with the cessation of war, along with the fierce patrollings of anti-poaching units (in Zimbabwe, more than 150 rhino poachers were killed in the act). Maybe it was these things, combined with the horn removal program, as well as the worldwide ban on the sale of rhino horn. (Though there are those who argue, fiercely, that the latter conspires to create poachers, empowering them to rule their lives in pursuit of the fruit, the horn, which, if legally grown on farms, and sold and traded, might see its worth decline to a point at which poaching might no longer be the career opportunity it once was.)

And waiting in the wings, watching all of this, are the wealthy so-called sport hunters, the fellows who have killed almost everything that leaps, crawls, slithers, or hops on the African continent: slayers of zebras, giraffes, hippos, elephants, and, for all one knows, even the mighty ostrich, with their sights now set lasciviously on the rhino. It makes me sick and angry to consider it—it frightens me to consider the seed that might exist within a fevered brain to desire and labor toward such a goal—and it angers me also that the rhino conservation community is so incredibly impoverished that the year-by-year survival of the Namibian program might be made or broken by the sale of a single rhino killing permit, for the amount of a paltry few tens of thousands of dollars.

Not for the hunting permit’s fifty or sixty thousand dollars could any god among us design, engineer, and then manufacture such an amazing thing as a rhino.

I’m a hunter myself and am familiar with the criticisms, and the seeming paradox, of the act. But to want to walk up on a nearly blind creature, something as otherworldly and prehistoric, something as made and fitted and beautiful as a rhino, and to dispatch it with a high-powered bazooka masquerading as a rifle—such a desire seems to speak, from what I know of human nature, to either a twisted heart of frightening blackness or, more generously, to the undeveloped, often thoughtless governance of the mind of a boy.

And if the latter, then to my way of thinking, there are other, more constructive ways to be a boy.

 


It’s long been the Holy Grail of conservation strategy to devise plans wherein the preservation of a species becomes a dominant and obvious economic value. So community-based conservation is the current buzzword, the cutting-edge activism that philanthropists are exploring and pursuing, these days—searching for pilot projects, for experiments that combine a meld.

A little group with a little budget, the Save the Rhino Trust (SRT), founded by Blythe Loutit and her husband, Rudy, has been working on this hard rocky ground for twenty years now—an astonishing amount of time for so small a group—in what, although it would be nice to avoid a war analogy, can only be called the front lines of rhino conservation. They’ve watched the rhinos spiral down toward the oblivion of nothingness and have helped pass the rhinos through that bottleneck, and are over on the other side, in what will hopefully one day be called recovery.

Their field station in Palmwag is where Dennis and I are. We’ve left our little rest area—still not fully acclimated to Namibian time: to our bodies, day is night and night, day—and we’re journeying, traveling now beneath the desert stars, different stars, or rather, a different sky. After hours of driving without seeing another vehicle, we come to a chainlink gate stretched across the dusty road, with a little hut perched next to it. This is the infamous rinderpest fence, erected decades ago and stretching across all of Namibia, a seemingly arbitrary and invisible bisect below which livestock, and in theory, wildlife, is quarantined and may not be exported, while livestock (and wildlife) north of this flimsy fence is deemed healthy and acceptable.

There’s no one in the little hut, so we get out and open the gate and drive through. We stop then, close the gate behind us, and drive on, suddenly on soil that, in theory—as if through divine revelation alone—has been declared to be a rinderpest-free zone. 

Some miles down—a couple of wrong turns here and there, in which the road turns to a trail and then ends in stony desert, nothing but stars and stones—we find the road Dennis is looking for, marked by a plywood sign with the neatly hand-painted silhouette of a rhino on it, as declarative and yet ambiguous as a pictograph.

We turn down the gravel road—a trail, really—and eventually encounter some thatched-roof structures.

Almost everyone is down at the campfire, and we join them: Mike Hearn, field director for SRT at Palmwag, and Dennis’s Round River students, who are doing conservation biology field studies in conjunction with SRT, and the Round River instructor, Jeff Muntifering. It’s both awkward and welcoming-feeling to be coming into a camp of strangers late at night—affiliates, if not quite kinsmen, amid so much other space and emptiness, and so far into the evening—and we squint in the firelight, trying to better make out the faces of the students, who are introducing themselves; and here too, again, it feels as if everything is new and yet everything is ancient.

Dennis asks the students how things are going, what it’s like to be out here, and what they hope to get from their studies. I try to focus on their goals—preserving endangered species, empowering local communities with conservation abilities and incentives, and so on—but what stands out for me, I have to say, is the story about all the zebra snakes—spitting cobras named for their black and white markings—that keep showing up in camp: three thus far. Just last week, one student says, she was in the shower stall one night—an open-air, sun-warmed-water gravity drain system, with pea gravel underfoot to absorb the water—when she felt something wet strike the back of her leg. She turned and saw that a zebra snake had spit at her. She covered her eyes, which are the preferred and lethal target for the snake, and was able to escape. Though I like to think that I am not overly frightened by a wilder nature, I’m surprised by the chill on my spine.

And not long after she has finished her tale—told with the nonchalance of youth—than another of the students discovers a scorpion in our midst, scuttling between our various besandaled feet. The scorpion is plump, the color of a dark plum or raisin, or a bruise—I imagine that in the dark, color is a function of the poison within—and the students scoop the scorpion up in a tin can, examine it briefly, and then carry it back out into the desert to release it.

So far there is nothing about this place that makes me feel I fit here, and yet there is simultaneously a fast-deepening allure, as well as a hunger, that is surprising in its power. Gradually, I come to understand that everywhere I look—any place I turn my head—I will see something entirely new to me, and perhaps inexplicable.

Gradually—and then more quickly—I have the feeling of awakening, all the more strange for not having been previously aware of the sensation of sleeping.

Mike Hearn—tall, movie-star handsome, with his long brown hair sun-bleached, dark brown eyes, friendly smile—sits quietly and listens, letting the students talk. When he does speak, it’s in a bantering way, with the accent of a British diplomat, even though he’s been out in the desert now for eleven years, having come here straight out of college, searching for the source of rhinos when he was barely twenty-one.

The Save the Rhino Trust folks didn’t believe he’d last—just one of any number of drifting young men searching for a cause, whose interests and commitment would surely shift and wane over time, and they shuddered to think of the liability, as well: placing a city boy out in the middle of the Namib Desert, unarmed, to study and defend the rhinos.

Instead, they agreed to keep him in the office in Windhoek: a place that had begun to unnerve me after considerably less than twenty-four hours. They kept him there for a year, in their offices, filing papers as a volunteer, and still he would not go away, still he was determined to live among, and help, rhinos.

So at the end of that year, they released him back into the real world. He set up and executed field studies that determined more precisely the diets as well as feeding habits of the Namibian black rhinos, and he helped establish protocol for the visual identification of the handful of rhinos that remained. He wrote grants and hosted passers-through from the scientific community, and lobbied his old government to take an ever more active role in supporting the resource, for the resource’s sake, and for Africa’s sake, in a land Britain had once squandered, had once owned or perceived they had owned during the British-German colonial days (which had followed hard on the heels of the United States’ slavery days).

What are any of us doing here? How dare we even have the gall to step foot on this continent—to return to this continent?

The students have drifted off to bed—Round River has built a stucco two-story bunkhouse, with a thatched roof—and Mike fills us in a bit on his life and his work. He and Dennis had spent a little time together before during one of Dennis’s earlier visits, but most of their contact has been by phone or e-mail, and Mike talks slowly, almost carefully—not guarded, in the least, but just carefully, almost as if from some internal governance, it seems, some code of manners that is respectful and even cautious of the distance and the difference between e-mail or telephone and the real-life application of sitting by a fire under the stars, sipping tea, in Africa. As if time moves differently—slower, of course—and that because of this, the old rush of sentences might be ineffective here. 

Maybe I am making too much of it. Maybe Mike’s manner and bearing—this sense of quiet waiting that I perceive, as if he is balanced on something—is nothing more than the rarity of good manners, an extremely kind and generous heart, and an internal as well as external elegance that not even his scruffy bearing and attire can mask.

But I think it is both of these things—the elegance and respectful bearing like a mask or cover over that deeper core. And as such, he’s far more of a listener than a talker, so that his story (as well as that of the rhinos) takes longer to unfold, or to reassemble. Or at least it seems that way to me, still psychically mired as I am up to my ankles in e-mail land, with the residue of it perhaps still visible on both Dennis and me like the radioactive aura of cobalt, or a corona of phosphorescent blue.

In visiting, we learn in time that Mike makes it back to England about once a year, for Christmas, to check in with family and old friends, and stays for a few weeks, then comes back to Africa.

“So you almost never get back?” Dennis says, and Mike looks surprised and says, “Once a year, almost all the time.”

This year, he says, he won’t be going back—the first year he’s missed in quite a while. Maybe later in the spring, he says, though maybe not; the spring’s looking pretty busy.

He still has a perfect British accent, but he’s not from there anymore.

He and Dennis visit for a while about Round River’s work with SRT—the students, under Mike’s tutelage, are measuring displacement behavior and approachable distances to rhinos—how far the rhinos run when spooked by humans, and how close humans can get to the rhinos under a variety of circumstances without bothering the rhino—male or female rhino, female with young, upwind, downwind, crosswind, hiding behind a tree or out in the open, on foot or in a vehicle, and so on. Such information—such protocol—will be foundational in establishing any sort of ethical and sustainable tourism program, wherein area villagers take a small group of clients into the desert, not to kill or horn-whack the rhino, but simply to look, and to then withdraw, unobserved and, hopefully, unfelt and never known, or little known.

Dennis and Mike talk with a curious mix of resignation, ambivalence, and hope about the pros and cons of Mike’s continuing to pursue a doctorate degree, utilizing his ongoing research at Palmwag. The research is going to get done anyway—there’s no stopping Mike on that. He’ll continue to scrap and claw, fundraising little nibs here and there, to complete it—it is vital—but they both agree that the formal attachment of a PhD to his name will help the authority of his findings. And that, in turn, will help the rhinos, which will in turn help the rural villages on the outlying perimeters of the rhinos’ home ranges.

The doctorate program, even if done largely by mail, will take extra time that Mike doesn’t have; the days are too full, the responsibilities and tasks demanded of him are already too many—but he guesses he can get up and work on the doctorate in the middle of the night, and that anyway, the discomfort will last only for another year or two. As he once must have told himself a dozen years ago now upon first landing in the big city of Windhoek and being handed a year’s worth of correspondence and clippings and told to begin filing.

There was a way out of that—straight on and dead ahead—and there will be a way out of this; it will just take another dose of extra work. One more round of extra work.

We finish our tea—it’s late, suddenly—and Mike leads us to a little open-air stucco and thatched-roof pavilion with cots and mosquito netting, where we throw our gear—“kit,” he calls it—and collapse into the darkness, sleeping so hard that neither of us hears the lion coughing and roaring nearby that night, which Mike, upstairs in his office, working by the stored-up light of solar panels, says he heard on and off shortly before morning.

 


Daylight at Palmwag is surely like a morning on Mars, though with life. A dry creek runs through the red-rock landscape, and from that arroyo birds are calling, busy in the little window of time before the crushing heat of the day arrives.

Farther downstream, the students have told us, only a couple of hours’ walk distant, there is a sudden deep pool, a small waterfall where the water, traveling just beneath the stony red earth, spills out and fills a basin below, ideal for swimming. That’s the place for bird watching, they tell us. There are turtles in the pool—not tortoises, but web-footed, aquatic desert turtles. How has such a creature been able to survive and develop in such a desert landscape, in what is clearly such a tiny universe—this pond little changed for the last seventy million years? These turtles, like the plated rhinos themselves, are not refugees or seed drift but natives too, born from these rocks, and born also, perhaps, from the one and only one wellspring of only that pool, amid the all-else heat of the brick-oven waterless landscape.

It’s as if the seed for such an idea—the idea of a turtle—has resided almost always within the center of the earth, in the fire of magma and molten earth-guts, so that once that fire found or forced its way up some smokestack vertical rift or fissure (the chimney-clefts opened by the grudging drift and buckle of the continents themselves, or by the one great slab of Pangaea bending and arching before fracturing and then being carried slowly apart, slowly away), and once that outpouring of the earth’s belly-fire hardened beneath the azure sky—an ancient and seemingly endless gestation—only then, undeterred, did the seed of the turtle, the idea of the turtle, dreamed perhaps, long ago, clamber up out of that basalt, as if all that time it had been waiting only for the fire to cool.

As if the idea of the turtle, and the idea of rhino, giraffe, wart hog—as if the seeds for all of it—had existed always down in that maelstrom, before being released finally to up those Pangaea cracks and fissures—the great hands of something flexing and fracturing the continent, reshaping the puzzle pieces, and then breathing that insistent breath on them, setting them in motion.

In Namibia, it all feels like Day One, and yet it—life—all feels like it has already happened a hundred times over, or a hundred hundred.

 


Mike works in what is surely the greatest office in the world, more of a Tarzan kind of tree house, or a Peter Pan fortress: an open-air stucco building with doorways through which gentle breezes are nurtured, and deep shade in a land of little other shade. Solar panels power the lights and computer, and there’s a satellite phone on the wall. Snail mail can still take a month each way. It’s more like a pueblo than anything—again, an open-air pavilion, with benches and work tables—and the bookshelves are filled neatly with fat notebooks overflowing with SRT newspaper clippings, scientific studies, research papers, and correspondence, each notebook labeled neatly: twenty years of activism in each office, like the growth rings of a tree, or like a thin cross section of geological datum.

The outside porch—again, resplendent shade amid the rising, dazzling heat—seems more like a vacation veranda than a work station, and the table, with its worn benches, more like a picnic spot than a scientific or activist battleground.

The perimeter walls of the pueblo-veranda are decorated with feathers and odd twists of desert-varnished wood, nuggets of turquoise, and glittering crystals and minerals of gemstones such as one might find on the windowsills of a boy’s clubhouse. Everywhere, it seems, there is an impromptu gathering of the world’s elemental things, a tiny cairn or pile, celebrating the things of the made and visible world as if such prizes, such treasures, might safely surround and protect the scientists within while they labor and muse and dream within the abstract and invisible life of the mind. As if such tiny cairns might protect them too in the life of the unknowable future. I’ve been in the offices of a lot of grassroots environmental groups, but this one makes me laugh out loud without even knowing why. You could get a lot of work done in a place like this—several hundred miles from any city—and surrounded by the things you love most.

On the back side of the office, facing the southern sun, again seeming in an arrangement of ceremonial repose, lies the darker fruit or residue of this beautiful land: the enormous sun-bleached skulls of nearly two dozen rhinos, lined up one next to the other next to the other, all looking south with their eyeless sockets and their truncated horns, all with bullet holes riddling the massive brainpans as neatly as if drilled there: a count, a marker, of loss, if not yet failure, skulls that the SRT patrols and anti-poaching units have discovered over the years on their expeditions into the desert, horrific reminders of the forces seeking to undo and erase the very things they seek to save.

Seeing the giant skulls stripped of their flesh and lined beneath the sun in such fashion, in such a strange and unfamiliar landscape, makes it easy to believe that such poachings, such killings, were performed by an alien species—by a creature far more savage and heartless than our own.

Maybe there was no choice, I think, forcing myself to stare at the collection of ghoulish skulls. Maybe every one of those last rhinos fell so that one more human could survive one more week. But I do not believe that. They were killed for greed and for lust, and they were killed to support one war or another. If anything, they were killed so that men might die, not live.

There are those—many—who believe that all wars, whether among man or animal, or even plant, arise from a single territorial imperative: the never-ceasing defense or acquisition of resources.

We want to believe we are more than that, and the very fact that we want to believe this, and possess this yearning for the unseen things—the secret chemistries of love, for instance—must surely disprove the one-story, the war-story, of our blind and eternal pursuit of any and every resource.

Would not such an unrelenting hunger be nothing but a hell? To emplace within us the hunger for invisible things makes no sense. Such unseen things must exist, or they would not be within us. As the land and the world dreamed a rhino, and dreamed and made mankind from out of that basalt, and out of that clay, so too must the emotions of love and hatred have existed within that stone; and thus, it would seem, within the fire that made the stone.

 


Those are the old rhinos, however; the ghosts of ten and twenty years past. The thinnest of the bottleneck is surely behind them, and behind us; the ninety-two guards saved the ninety-two rhinos, the dehorning appears to have at least not harmed the rhinos. The community prestige of being a rhino tracker has perhaps helped save them, by elevating the rhinos’ immediate worth to an adjacent community beyond the aesthetic: and the government of Namibia feels now that they have sufficiently recovered the population to the point at which they can now relocate some rhinos into areas of their former range: a recolonization, a repatriation.

This is to be one of Mike’s projects, and a rite of passage it will be, for him: shifting a large segment of his work over from the desperate conservation of rhinos to the expansion and dispersal of those same rhinos. Is he then like a little god, or a godfather, or merely an acolyte, a disciple, faithfully observing and transcribing the movements and needs of his beloved, attentive to every detail? The diet, the browsing habits, the preferred vegetation, the napping places, the times of day in which the animal moves, the estimated weight and general physical condition of each animal, and the tracks of each individual. The horns, the curious feet, and the silhouettes of the barren mountains behind the rhinos, with their names uttered by Mike like a catechism. He says their name quietly, almost more to himself than to anyone else, almost every time he looks up and sees them. Is all this work merely celebration and worship, or is it something even stronger and more muscular, like a minor partnership in if not the original creation then the ongoing one, remade each day, each year, as the earth drifts and then pulls back together, with even the continents themselves and the oceans’ push and pull—much less our own lives—stretching and contracting like yarn being woven by a knitter’s needles?

Dreamer and scientist, politician and acolyte, Mike has a place already picked out for the first rhino, some garden planned and prepared and even planted but not yet arisen. It’s far enough away from any villages for the rhino to be comfortable, and yet there’s one lonely road passing through, from the high points of which a traveler might be able to look out at the horizon with a pair of binoculars and see the faraway shining object drifting slowly across that reddened landscape. The creature so far away that the red has faded to brown and then to silver, washing out in so much light until even the earth is almost the color of the sky, and the slabs of the pale rhino’s sides are catching and reflecting the sun almost like mirrors, and the rhino putting the viewer in mind of the sight of a whale moving slowly across the ocean, far out at sea, never submerging, just puttering, or of some other fanciful notion. And yet it is not fanciful; it is the real world, as made and physical as a chunk of iron, and is simply one to which you, despite your advanced age on the earth, have not been exposed, have never witnessed or even imagined. A door through which you have never, or not yet, passed.

And it’s a strange idea, this notion of rounding up rhinos, placing them in the back of a truck, and ferrying them across the desert a few hundred miles, to reinsert—like some kind of gigantic and crude gene-splicing—into what was once their native habitat. It would seem that a three-thousand-pound animal capable of galloping at speeds of up to forty-five miles an hour and traveling up to three days through hell without so much as a sip of water would be supremely positioned for expanding its range, slipping powerfully through the net of whatever thin obstacles it might encounter, out in this abandoned old war-torn, windswept corner of the world, but such has not been the case.

Instead—based, at least, on the limited research to date—rhinos seem to be very poor or at least cautious dispersers, essentially as rooted and faithful to one place as might be that same chunk of iron to a magnet, which raises an interesting question: Did they arise in one place and expand inch by inch across the millennia and then the eons, creeping and spreading like the continents themselves—or did they arise as individuals, from numerous vent shafts, from numerous and similar soil chemistries and breath-whisperings, breath-summonings, around the globe? There are Java rhinos, Sumatran rhinos, white rhinos, black rhinos, pygmy rhinos . . . Were they all once colonists on the same piece of land, or in the same garden, which then broke apart and drifted, like cakes of ice, or, again, an ark, bearing on each drifting island at least a pair of rhinos, like grace-fallen castaways, to new locations, where the force of the world continued to shape and slightly modify them—or did they long ago begin to sprout up here and there around the world in numerous different generative sites, as if they might once have been as common a response to landscape and environment as, say, mushrooms after a rain?

Intelligent design is a phrase very much in the news these days, a Trojan horse for the fundamentalist and neoconservative argument for God—arguments that are becoming increasingly belligerent. Why? What God needs an argument before such a creation as the blue-green earth? Either you are dazzled and believe, or are dazzled and don’t believe, or are dazzled and can’t say for sure one way or the other: which, as I understand it, is of course precisely the way a God or Designer would want it, in that such an invisibility would necessitate the very faith that empowers the relationship.

Celebrating the great works of the world is easy; having faith in them and believing certain unseen premises is the stuff of religion, as well as, perhaps to a lesser degree, art. Of nearly everything, perhaps.

Out here, so much can be seen, for so far and in all directions, that it feels sometimes that the unseen things are almost visible: as if the viewer or traveler is looking out a transparent pane of glass positioned about midway to the horizon.

In the Namibian desert, then, it raises the question: If the traveler senses that such a clear-pane wall exists, perfectly spotless, with no details seeming different on one side or the other, and with the sense of that wall right there and so very near when all one’s life before a traveler had never before encountered such a sense, what, then, might it feel like for the traveler to walk on ahead and pass through that clear fixture, halfway on up ahead—and what might be the consequences of such a passage?

 


So much remains unknown about the rhinos—as if, despite being invisible, they too are composed somehow of at least some of the elements of that same unknowingness—and so much is unknown too about the desert in which they originated, and which is now all that is left to them. The surface of the country and the thick overlying skin have been counted, cataloged, measured, and inventoried attentively by scores of geologists, enthralled by the possibility of wealth of the sort that is spewed all over so much of the rest of southern Africa—the spectacular diamonds, buried deep in glittering dikes and towers, of course, but rumored also to sometimes be lying scattered and cast about at the surface, as if having worked their way through a hole in someone’s pocket or having fallen from a purse: diamonds that are believed to have been ejected in a cascading, glittering explosion, up one of those same vent shafts or fissures made by the cracking, drifting-apart earth, a fountain of diamonds being hurled far into the sky like rockets before raining back down to earth in a clatter, the cast of diamonds arrayed like an irregular net, many miles in diameter, hurled randomly across the desert.

And not just diamonds, but other gemstones—amethyst, aquamarine, garnet, topaz, tourmaline. The geologists scurried across the landscape, marking the grids on their maps—the geologists’ desire itself like an imaginary net cast over the landscape—hunting. Other times they wandered in looping, circular fashion, as if lost: noses to the ground, one step at a time, searching for the invisible thing amid so much other made and physical startling splendor. Searching for wealth amid paucity.

Malachite, shattuckite, fluorite, heliodor, blue chalcedony: they existed, and still exist, in great concentrations and abundance, throughout Namibia and South Africa, underground in deep and secret vaults and caverns, and on the surface, too—gems and minerals as bright as the birds above, the crimsons and ceruleans and startling sapphires that flit through the fronds of the shade trees and thickets—weaver birds more lemon bright than any gemstone, so bright as to seem to sear the retina.

Blink, however, and the birds are gone, having eluded us. Is this, then, the allure of gemstones—that they are more graspable? Throughout this part of southern Africa, the geologists found only what they found, which was nothing of worth: old basalt, and more basalt. The cooled fires, the cold fire.

The geologists hurried on, lured by the shouts of other, greater wealth elsewhere in Africa.

One can still almost feel the echo of their speed, the alacrity of their passage, in the landscape’s ringing emptiness; one can almost feel both their disappointment and desire, amidst this red nothingness.

And yet, ironically, the geologists did leave great storehouses of beauty behind, and untouched. The surface of the desert is scattered with tiny spherical specimens of varnished turquoise, blue as a bird’s egg, like the tiniest of Easter prizes amid all the larger red cobblestones: turquoise balls no larger than a marble, amid the softball- and bowling-ball-size red cobbles of basalt; and here and there too are magnificent specimens of quartz crystals, spires and spindles of translucent or ivory crystal sprouting in dagger-toothed clusters, evidence of old fault lines against which the basalt had cooled, with subsurface waters carrying in steaming solution the siliceous makings of those crystals-to-come, where, cooling ever so slowly within and beneath the almost timeless overburden of so much basalt, the quartz blossomed, accruing more and more atoms, which arranged themselves in mindless yet ordered algorithmic design . . .

The geologists had no interest in quartz, or in turquoise. They hurried on, as if blasted from a cannon. I have little doubt they will be back—they always come back—but for now there is only ringing silence.

 


There’s always something we want, even when there is nothing. Even when there is only sand, we will want the sand, and even where there is only the wind, we will want the wind. When there is only sun, we will want the sun, and when there is only the hardened shape of the earth, we will want to carve it and reshape it into something else.

This is the plan, in fact, along the border of Namibia and Angola: to build a dam in a canyon and to convert desert to lake, and, like a miracle, to extract great power from the slack-water depths; to convert the life-giving artery of the Kunene River into yet another hydroelectricity project with the relatively short life of the dam—fifty years? The span of less than a human life will be exchanged for the ecocide, the reversal and upheaval and destruction of yet another unique ecosystem, and exchanged also for the likely destruction of yet one more indigenous people, the Himba, with their bright red-clay paint that blocks their skin from the desert sun, and their ancient culture, ten or twenty thousand years old in the world, or older.

Like all indigenous tribes, the Himba, with their painted bodies, can be said to be unique, and yet their destiny appears anything but. It is discouragingly similar to that of all native peoples who stand in the way of a dam—the dams will come, have always come—and if the world has not protected indigenous cultures from dams in the relatively mellow past, how can the Himba be expected to win—which is to say, to survive—before the all-chewing, all-gnawing beast of this century?

There can be no end to our hunger, our need, our great loneliness, and it occurs to me that before it is all over, there will be those who will circle back to this corner of the world, one of the rare places in the world where there seems to be nothing of worth to us—no oil, no coal, no diamonds, no trees, no water—nothing but basalt. No one, not even the Americans, have figured out how to chew up basalt and expel it into something “useful.”

But then I remember. They—we, the world—have already been through here, have already gnawed and taken the only thing there was to take: the dried, dense hairlike sheath, the fingernail keratin, of each and every rhino’s horn. It was all there was of worth, and we found it.

Contrary to some beliefs, rhino horn is not valued in the Far East as an aphrodisiac, or as a potency aid—seahorses, deer antlers, and who knows what else are used for that. (An estimated twenty million seahorses per year are dried, flash-frozen, and sold in prepackaged little envelopes around the world. As a result, in the last decade, Southeast Asia’s seahorse populations have plummeted by 70 percent.) It seems there is nothing we won’t consume, and with our own numbers and appetites growing, I have to wonder sometimes what will be left, not at the endgame of our species but even a more modest thirty, forty, fifty years out.

This is not to say that traditional cultural medicine, or TCM, doesn’t work. Rhinoceros horn has been prescribed for life-threatening fevers and convulsions, and, according to the journal New Science, has been clinically shown to possess fever-reducing capabilities.

TCM is still stigmatized in the Western world, even as it has often provided the base for numerous successful “Western” medicines. “Ephedrine,” reports New Science, prescribed in the West for asthma, “comes from a plant that has been used in Chinese medicine for millennia. Artemisinin—extracted from daisies and used by TCM practitioners for 1,500 years, is now a very promising anti-malarial drug in the West. At least a quarter of the world’s population, including Chinese on all continents, Koreans and Japanese, use medical practices based on TCM. Trade in Chinese medicines was worth around $2 billion in 1994, and is growing rapidly.” 

The list of plants, animals, and minerals utilized in TCM now lists 11,599 different entries. Add to this an exploding demand for TCM, in part due to increased prosperity in Southeast Asia, and the effects on wildlife can be devastating.

It raises the old question of farming and captive breeding programs, as well as the legalization of once illicit substances, in order to control and regulate the trade of these things, thereby, in theory, diminishing the devastating black market trade. The British tried to legalize opium in the 1800s, going to war over China’s refusal to do so.

In this view, there are some landowners in South Africa who have received permits to raise captive rhinos, or domestic rhinos, for lack of a better term—trafficking in the legalized zoo industry—and because of the slow but steady recovery, the fledgling recovery of the Namibian rhinos, there is a second plan developing, concurrent with Mike’s and SRT’s plans, to help recolonize their old territories.

In an era of diminishing, even disappearing budgets for the protection of endangered species and their habitats, or indeed, it seems in the United States, for almost any conservation-minded activities whatsoever, activists and advocates are called on increasingly to craft creative nontraditional partnerships that will enable them to continue to pursue and reach their goals. And when Mike tells me that another of the conservation community’s ideas to raise money involves the killing of rhinos—excess rhinos, as they are considered, though I do not think this is Mike’s assessment, and I know that it is not that of his once-upon-a-time boss, the legendary Blythe Loutit, about whom entire books could be written—I have a bleeding-heart liberal reaction, which is to exclaim, “What bullshit,” even as I understand too clearly the reasons and excuses.

In a moment, a little bit—a very little bit—about the mercurial and visionary and enduring Blythe, who, having dedicated her life to helping scratch and claw out a slightly increased life expectancy for each and every remaining rhino—dreaming of their survival, and then enabling that survival, even in a time when all must have seemed hopeless, with poachers and military hooligans running roughshod across the country—is understandably loath to release, even for cash, that to which she has dedicated so much, to what she must surely perceive as the vapid disengaged perverse desire of a rich white (or any other color) hunter to shoot a bazooka at such a marvelous and complex and crafted creature as a rhino for the sole purpose of watching a powerful three-thousand-pound animal fall to the ground with a great thump, powerful no more.

To consider approaching an almost blind animal to within any distance whatsoever—even point-blank—only to then drop it with some great cannon of a weapon, repulses me, and my guess is that the pleasure, if that is the right word, for the so-called hunter might reside as much in the opportunity to find usage for such a howitzer as in any real relationship or engagement with the species that is at the receiving end of that howitzer.

Wouldn’t you think there would be two or three folks out there in the huge sea of wealth, and in all the wide world—just two or three—who would pay just as much to see a rhino not killed?

Blythe Loutit feels the same way, arguing that the aging “excess” rhinos that would be targeted for the fundraising hunts would better serve the needs of conservationists and the protection of the species by being placed with zoos, or on private ranches engaged in education and outreach programs: captivity before death.

Working in conjunction in Namibia with the Ministry of Environment and Tourism (MET) and the Community Game Guard Program, SRT initially employed convicted poachers to protect the rhinos because of their invaluable and extensive knowledge of the landscape and of the rhinos themselves. In their book, Heat, Dust, and Dreams, Mary Rice and Craig Gibson report that “the black rhino population in the area has all but doubled since the formation of the Trust” and that “poaching has declined exponentially.”

It’s daunting to me to be reporting on rhinos in Namibia without Blythe being present. The weakness of too many fledgling grassroots groups lies so often in what is also the germinating strength and seed of their creation: the “formidable and determined” activist, the “spearhead,” the “heart and soul” or “backbone” of the organization. An imbalance is created in the necessary and initial surge that is required to initiate change.

The founding director’s force of will alone, it seems, carries the organization for a great distance, accomplishing great good, with the organization moving forward forcefully, like a brightly painted sailboat catching so much available wind: knifing forward across what might previously have been for so long nothing but slack waters. As if that one person, or that person’s will—desire, or yearning, or outrage, or fear, or love, or a potent and unmappable combination of all of those emotions, and more—had been the breath, the wind arising, like something summoned.

And sometimes—rarely, but sometimes—the resource (rhino, or wolf, or grizzly, or old forest grove) is protected, or, more commonly, its imminent destruction is delayed. But in the meantime, twenty or thirty years have shot by. Or perhaps they have crept by, in the ground-eating manner of a tank, or with the proverbial glacier’s creep, and one day, as is the nature of all things, it is time for another to step up and step in and fill that space, or to help fill that space.

If it sounds as if I am saying it is that time for Blythe and her husband, Rudy, at SRT, I need to be clear: I am not. They have never been more effective or engaged; indeed, witnessing the success of their undaunted efforts is a fruit few activists ever get to taste, and that success is empowering them to do further good.

All I am trying to suggest is that in my own mind, with Blythe currently recovering from a lengthy and severe illness, it seems to me that she and SRT are extremely fortunate to have found Mike, and to have spent these eleven years grooming him.

I am not trying to justify Blythe’s absence from this sojourn, but rather, to excuse my absence from her, and to be looking so intently at what I am assuming is one of the bright and younger lights of SRT, particularly with regard to building lasting relationships in the communities adjacent to the rhinos’ refuge, Mike.

The tiniest bit about Blythe, then: the iceberg beneath the tip of SRT. She came to this landscape as a painter and first fell in love with it as an artist before being summoned to conservation. That was a long time ago, and in the intervening years, and then decades, there has surely not been as much time for her paintings as she would have liked; and yet again, look, here are the rhinos, surely more fantastic than any representation of pigment on canvas. She married Rudy, and they set out with a handful of government officials to make a stand, laboring to convince Namibia, and the world, and—first and foremost—the native communities, that the rhinos were an asset, not a liability. That the relationship was complex and therefore powerful.

Among the other old graybeards, elders still engaged in the issue, is the highly respected Garth Owen-Smith, who served as an agricultural superintendent, as well as a conservationist for the Namibia Wildlife Trust, where, writes Mary Rice, “he was instrumental in developing grassroots community involvement in an attempt to halt the plunder of the areas’ wildlife.”

 


I ask Mike what his thoughts are about this proposed rhino shooting. He’s as tactful and diplomatic as are some activists fiery and frothy, acknowledging that while it’s understandably troubling to some, the rhino conservation community absolutely has to raise more money somehow, or it won’t be able to expand home ranges, which stalls the recovery and places the surviving herds at greater risk in their long-term isolation. Mike shrugs a scientist’s shrug, and it surprises me: I’d forgotten that. He is a scientist, and I admire that he can remain one, even while being an advocate as well. And I know also, from what Dennis has told me, that Mike himself has made many long journeys around the world, visiting funders, trying to scrape up enough funds to continue his research. There are triple responsibilities involved, in these days of vanishing research budgets: doing the science, doing the fundraising, and sometimes working like hell as an activist to try to help keep the very subject of one’s study from completely disappearing.

It must seem a little like fighting three civil wars at once, I think, and yet Mike does not seem overwhelmed, does not seem cinder-burned, seems nowhere near the point past fatigue. He still seems bright and capable, and with his eye on the longer-term goals. I get the feeling that he too would prefer the aging rhinos not be shot like nothing more than old slaughterhouse bulls; but with his own energies and the resources of his organization stretched thin already, he possesses a veteran activist’s understanding of what to get his knickers in a twist about, and what not.

 


I’m all for expanding partnerships between hunters and environmentalists—for decades, it has been a severely underutilized, often almost nonexistent alliance, with the environmentalists, in my view, sometimes guilty of a lack of outreach; but the hunters too have an ethical responsibility in this newly developing relationship, and just because they can now kill something they previously weren’t able to doesn’t mean they have to.

Hunting is, or should be, about choice and selectivity, and I continue to wonder if there’s not a more creative and productive way to accomplish the desired end results for all parties involved. How important to the hunter, really, is the blood and the death? In the case of edible quarry, it is critical; but in the case of inedible quarry, is it not obscene?

Conservation organizations are making creative efforts to address this issue. In some African countries, they’ve taken to issuing darting permits, where the rich folk pay for the privilege—I can think of no other word, even as I am aware that that is not the correct one—of stalking and then shooting rhinos with tranquilizers on the occasions when management objectives call for that course of action. If such things were really important to the sport, I suppose that a photo could be made of the shooter, the darter, sitting aflank or astride his or her trophy, and that a synthetic horn could even be manufactured from a cast made of the original, though I would not hope or expect that such accommodations would soon become part of a growth industry.

But who among us has the authority to police the morals of others; and who among us, amid the sinking wreckage of a once wild, once supple and vibrant planet, has the time, particularly with regard to strategic effectiveness, to care for, much less act on behalf of, the individual anymore? The aging bull rhino, once priceless, though now, a few short years later, superfluous; the giant larch tree, or even a grove of such trees, scheduled to be bulldozed, against the greater fabric of a million acres or more that needs defending.

There are only so many fights in which you can engage, and each fight is its own sort of loss—the destruction of your own goals, ever receding, it seems, from any peace within. An activist, a laborer on behalf of rhinos, might choose, foolishly it seems, to seek to control the actions of an abstract individual in some distant country—a man or woman who desires to draw a permit to legally shoot a rhino—or to expend the same amount of energy working to protect a hundred rhinos, or five hundred, and a million acres of Damaraland, while strengthening also the human communities at the perimeters of the rhinos’ range.

There is only so much time. You have to be ceaseless and enduring, but you must also get in, do the job, and get out. The trick is to help protect the rhino, or the old forest grove, or what have you, without destroying yourself.
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