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If you set out on a journey pray that the road is long
a wandering without apparent aim a blind groping
so you come to know earth’s harshness not just by sight but by touch
so that you measure yourself against the world with your whole skin

When you come to know don’t speak of knowing
learn the world again like an Ionian philosopher
know the taste of water and fire of air and earth
for they will remain when all has passed away

So if there is a journey pray that it be long
a true journey from which you do not return
a copying of the world an elemental journey
a dialogue with nature an unanswered question
a pact forced after a battle



from “Journey”
by Zbigniew Herbert


FEBRUARY 2003

Yaoundé, Cameroon

KITA

The cinderblock wall glowed green in the light, as if the house were underwater. A metal bowl sat on the clay near a plastic bucket for washing clothes. In the outdoor kitchen were enough plates and pans to serve a village, and standing next to the mud-splattered wall was a young chimpanzee. She walked forward on her hind legs and extended a hand toward an old man, Christopher.

“How’s it going?” Christopher said in French, as if the chimp were greeting him.

When she reached the end of her chain, she jerked and lowered an arm to the ground to regain her balance. The chimp was a year and a half to two years old and no doubt a survivor of the slaughter of her family by poachers.

“Leave it. Leave it,” said the dealer. “Hey, Kita!”

“You call her how?” Christopher said.

“Kita. Kita, leave it!”

She grew panicked and scared as Christopher followed the big-bellied dealer away from her, toward the road. Kita whined, “Ooh ooh ooh ooh.” And Christopher mumbled something I couldn’t understand; he was difficult to understand in person, let alone on the recording of a hidden camera.

I rewound the tape.

On the video recorder’s tiny screen I watched the footage again.

The shoulder bag Christopher had just carried from his meeting with the dealer sat at my feet. Stuck to the bag as a distraction from the button-sized eye of the hidden camera was a yellow Guinness pin, now covered with bugs that had crawled out of the grass. The camera contraption inside the bag was held together by duct tape, our near budget-less improvisations never ceasing to amaze me for working. Christopher was a retired military adjutant in his mid-fifties and one of my undercover agents, and we stood together, hiding behind luxurious Hotel Azur in Bastos, Yaoundé’s richest neighborhood.

I touched Christopher’s shoulder, and he moved off toward the hotel entrance to wait. The dealer Tonye Nken had set the price of the chimpanzee at 150,000 francs, around $250. And if what Nken had said was true, he was now on his way to the hotel to finalize the sale to Christopher.

I pushed the rifle barrel of one of the men down toward the grass. Four armed policemen stood around me with an officer from the Ministry of Environment and Forestry (MINEF). I felt the inevitable fear of violence that accompanied the necessary deterrent of guns.

“Temgoua, do you understand we need to do it quick?” said our lead police officer, Julius, who wore an olive green uniform.

“Yes, of course,” said Temgoua the MINEF official as he adjusted his beret.

“Not like at the market with those ladies selling elephant meat,” Julius said. “We don’t want luck to be the reason we get out of here. You explain the law and we take him. He doesn’t need a lecture about animals.”

Julius’ forearms were roped with veins, his bearing that of a man twice his size. Quiet Temgoua spent a decent portion of his MINEF salary on cable television so he could watch nature films.

“Again,” I said, “if a car comes with the dealer but no chimp, no one moves.”

“Mmm,” Julius and Temgoua hummed in accord.

“If that happens, Christopher calls me from his mobile, and I give him new instructions. If the dealer plays it smart and sends someone in his place to deliver the chimp, no one moves. To keep the dealer from escaping we have to get him away from his vehicle.”

I rushed around the building when a car drove up, but Christopher waved me off. I could smell the tropical stink of my underarms. The pipes in my house had been dry for days and I was even dirtier than when I’d slept in the bottom of a canoe on the Niger; rivers had long been better habitats for me than towns. The police officers blotted their foreheads with their sleeves. Ignatius, a man along to film the arrest, had helped to recruit Julius to the team. We made a suspicious gang lurking behind the hotel with a video camera and assault rifles and we could only hope no one spotted us.

At 1:20 P.M., twenty minutes past the meeting time, I crept along the flowerbeds between the hotel and its high outer wall. The equatorial sun was radiating off the driveway, the place as hot as cleared jungle. Christopher leaned against an empty concrete guardhouse at the hotel entrance. He wore a light blue administrative suit with a short-sleeve coat and he’d lowered his top hat over his eyes like an old-time detective.

“Call him, Christopher. Ask if he’s on his way. We don’t care much about his answer. Just listen if you can hear a car engine in the background.”

Christopher moved off toward the hotel lobby, swinging his limbs in slow motion as if parodying a spy film, as if such a gait made him invisible. I was anxious, squeezing the bridge of my nose, marveling at the potential catastrophes I managed to invent. We’d picked Bastos for the arrest, a place packed with embassies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) where empty streets offered safety from mobs we’d faced in recent operations, some of them so chaotic I’d rushed to erase our video footage to avoid losing the support of anyone who saw it.

Christopher had searched Yaoundé the past week for dealers, inquired in the markets, posed as the cook of a white man interested in having a pet chimp. A number of recent leads on apes had turned out to be monkeys unprotected by law, and I was skeptical when Christopher told me he had the phone number of a man trying to sell a chimpanzee. Twice Christopher had visited the dealer’s house in Chapelle Simeon. He told the dealer, “The white man won’t come to you, and I’m not going to handle this wild animal. You come with it, eh? He gives you the money direct.” For every live orphaned ape outside the jungle, it was estimated that there were nine other apes who’d been shot in the hunt. The illegal commercial trade for ape meat and for pets, not subsistence-level hunting or habitat loss, was driving chimps and gorillas toward extinction. Jane Goodall had estimated that, if the well-organized trade was not stopped, apes in the wild would be gone in fewer than twenty years.

Outside the hotel lobby, a Cameroonian driver leaned against a Mercedes, another against a 4X4, their patrons likely dining inside or attending the seminar advertised in French on a sign by the front steps: “Poverty Alleviation—Phase II Workshop.” Decades of meetings and strategy papers had left Central Africa even poorer, lagging behind in indicators ranging from education to health; the international community and the aid business did not deal with the primary obstacle to both development and conservation: corruption. I’d recently founded my NGO with the aim of bringing new ways to an old system. Fighting for animals, I hoped, was just the beginning.

Christopher slid into view, walked across the parking lot and whispered to me, “The dealer is coming now. Yes.” He lowered his top hat and sidled toward the guardhouse. I dashed past the flowerbeds and the finely clipped cone-shaped trees and ducked around the back of the hotel where our tiny army was waiting. For a few seconds my mind went to Rachel, the woman I loved and could not stop loving, the woman I’d lived with in Tel Aviv, who I’d neither seen nor spoken to in the months since I’d told her I had to return to Africa.

A car clanked up the road. Stopped. I peeked out from behind the hotel. Christopher stepped back and lifted his arm in a gesture lacking even a hint of subtlety.

“We move! He’s here,” I said to the team. “Go! Go! Go!”

I sprinted toward the gate. Julius shot past me with the policemen, their rifles raised. The dealer looked up as we rushed into the road and swarmed him and a younger man. It seemed not to have occurred to them to flee. The dealer Tonye Nken was slumped at the shoulders, his striped red and brown shirt tucked in around his gut, kempt with unkempt. The chimp, hugging the young man, was redolent with a sour, oily smell I’d come to love.

“The wildlife law of 1994, article 158,” Temgoua said, “states that any person caught with a class A endangered species, living or dead, whole or in part, is subject to a maximum of three years in prison.”

Kita spun out of her handler’s arms and sat between his feet, looking up at him.

“I’m the son of a chief,” the dealer said in French, likely thinking he could threaten or bribe his way out of the problem; in Cameroon, police harassment was as ordinary as eating, and the culture of corruption rendered many laws useless.

Temgoua was mumbling again about animals. “Who is the owner?” I said.

“I am,” the dealer said, patting his chest and then motioning toward the young man holding Kita. “I’m his father.”

“You came here to sell it?” I said.

“Yes.” He pointed at Christopher. “Ask him.”

Christopher held up his arms as if a pistol had been jammed against his ribs.

“He’s just working for me,” I said. “He didn’t know I was coming for you.”

A waitress yelled from the hotel driveway. Passing taxis stopped in the road to watch. The stressed, mustard-eyed chimp pursed her lips. An officer swung toward the hotel with his gun when a man in a suit sprinted toward us, his shoes slapping the hotel driveway. The man said, “I want to see your IDs! You can’t do this at my hotel! There are customers here. Who is your boss?”

“Come, come, we go. Let’s move!” Julius said and ushered the dealer toward one of our waiting taxis. Julius pushed him into the backseat and climbed in with the officers, and they headed for the station.

Not wanting to shock the baby chimp by separating her from her handler, I asked the dealer’s son to accompany me to my house on the edge of Yaoundé, where the city gave way to rainforest. Scowling and quiet, the thick-shouldered boy sat beside me in the cab, watching Yaoundé pass beyond the window. He wore blue jeans. He was around eighteen years old. I was twenty-six.

“I think your father will be locked tonight in jail. Tomorrow the state council will decide if the case moves forward to trial. You can see your father tonight if you want. Tomorrow, too. In the end, it’s the judge who decides what happens.”

The chimp grabbed at the window. A naked man may have seemed just as out of place in a cab as Kita. She pressed her nose to the boy’s neck.

“I see she loves you very much,” I said. “You must be treating her well.”

The boy’s angst broke with a smile.

“Kita will stay with me,” I said. “For one month, two months, until we find her a place in the forest with other chimpanzees.

“To get this law applied and to make sure no one bribes the police, lawyers, or judge—this is my work.” I pulled a business card from my pocket and put it in the boy’s hand. “My phone number is written there. My name is there. It’s Ofir. If your mother has questions or if you want to know what’s happening with your father, call me. Or she can. And I’ll explain more.”

I didn’t tell him that if his father was sentenced for trafficking in an endangered species, it would be a victory over corruption and likely the first prosecution for wildlife crime in all of West and Central Africa. I didn’t tell the boy that while I felt for his father, I planned to battle with all I had to put the man in prison.

And to prison he would go. My path to activism and my arrival to this moment, at the birth of the Last Great Ape Organization, had led across the continent, from the savannah to warzones, to rivers, rebels, and back. Without intense experiences spread across eight years, I would never have learned how to begin my fight.


1994

KENYA
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WILD CONQUEROR

Nairobi was cold as morning desert. The savannah stretched into the bluish haze beyond the airport like an image I’d carried in childhood. The sun peeked over the horizon, and light moved through branches of the acacia trees, through the grass, until the scene was beautiful enough for elephants.

I descended stairs parked against the jet and scampered up the runway behind other passengers, my pack wobbling on my back. I approached a stranger in the terminal and asked him to share a taxi into the city. Swahili sounded from the cab’s stereo as the car creaked away from the airport like a swing on a playground. The driver accelerated. Kenya rushed at me as we swerved between potholes and minivans jammed with passengers. A broken traffic light was bent over, on the verge of toppling into an intersection. A man in a rancid T-shirt pushed a cart but turned before I could see his face. A boy, even skinnier than I, sold wrenches. Women strolled with pots balanced on their heads. An advertisement on a crumbling wall of a fat woman drinking Coke. A median strung with barbed wire, cracked, disintegrating pavement, businessmen in suits standing in the dirt. There was too much to follow, all at once everything new. And gray. A world filled with trash unlike the Africa I knew from books, magazines, and films. I became conscious of my breath: winded, breathing through my mouth. Was I wrong to have come?

Nearly from the time I could talk, I’d planned to travel to Africa, a place as different as I wanted to think I was. My parents had ordained my love of the continent, perhaps, by naming me after an ancient and unknown African land mentioned in the bible. Hiram’s fleet brought gold from Ophir. My mother had stoked my wildness. She took me to a junkyard to play with glass so I would experience being cut as a three year old. She brought home bags of shredded paper and styrofoam and said, “Swim in this.” When I was four, she sent me off to buy milk for my younger sister, and a neighbor found me trying to cross the highway two kilometers away. Mom, an Arabic teacher, scoured bookshops for Tarzan comics by Edgar Rice Burroughs: “Tarzan, King of the Apes,” “Tarzan, the Wild Conqueror,” “Tarzan and the Treasures of Ofir.” I roamed the neighborhood through first grade in underwear, climbing and falling and swinging from trees, my mother criticized then for how she raised me and criticized now for allowing me at the age of eighteen to travel to Africa alone.

The cabdriver stopped at a matatu station, a chaos of minibuses and bodies in a swirl of dust. The man in the front seat spoke with the driver, both of them bungling their English. I gripped the door handle but couldn’t see the faces of those standing around the cab. My glasses slipped down my nose. I checked my pocket notebook again, which I’d filled with photocopied maps and details from Lonely Planet about safaris and hotels. I could hear my father’s voice: You have your backpack? Your passport? The money didn’t fall out of your pocket? Check the seat. Okay. You just need a hotel room. It’s as simple as you planned. I opened the door when the other man did and stepped outside, smelling wood smoke and tar. The air was colder than in Israel. “Hell Raider” was painted on the side of a matatu. I spun around. Men were shouting. At me? I scurried through a cloud of truck exhaust toward the sign for Hotel Iqbal. A street tout stood on shattered pavement near the front doors, and he said, “Want to go on safari? Let’s go.” As he led me up the road, I stumbled because I was looking back at the hotel, wondering if my father would say I was stupid for allowing the plan to change.

Skyscrapers gave way to metal shacks and then to savannah, and I motored with seven other travelers in a minivan toward the Maasai Mara, saying little, anxious I’d become passive, for participation grew harder the longer it was absent. A Frenchman in a khaki adventure vest talked to a cute Israeli girl. Two Brits in the back spoke to each other, though if they were a couple it didn’t count that they were talking. Had the Mexican spoken more than I? His cheeks were so dry and cracked, it seemed he’d been buried in the desert for decades. He probably thought I was a child. Why hadn’t I spoken at the beginning when it was easy?

Three Thomson’s gazelles leapt from the edge of the highway. Eudorcas thomsonii! Just beside the road! And we weren’t even in a park! Their white tails bobbed as they darted off, and I turned consciously to watch them as we passed, in part because it made sense not to talk when fascinated. The grasslands were endless, so vast that they seemed already to belong to a different year than the quick morning in Nairobi.

A thousand afternoons I’d spent barefoot in the field near our three-room flat in Tel Aviv, often with my sister, Mor. We overturned rocks in search of lizards, hedgehogs, and snakes and one winter carried home a viper and called up to Dad. “Don’t worry, Dad!” I said. “It’s cold; she’s not moving!” And he descended the stairs and photographed eight-year-old Mor holding the viper up by the tail.

Alarmed neighbors more than once called wildlife control.

From fifth through ninth grade, I attended Teva, a shoeless, gradeless experimental school where knowledge became an identity and I grew to believe that gathering knowledge was life’s highest calling. Dad, an electrical engineer who wore a thick beard, helped in every pursuit I dreamed up. He brought home a thermostat from work so I could regulate the temperature of snake eggs in my living room aquariums. He helped me build a camera trap using a car battery, a mechanical arm and a beam and reflector from an elevator. I extracted venom from scorpions, dissected snakes and whitened their bones with chlorine. Dead geckos I dried and I stored their skeletons in bubblegum boxes and memorized the Latin names of the bones. I’d left Israel just once in my life, on a family bus trip to Egypt, the gift I’d wanted for my bar mitzvah. Now, I had three weeks in Kenya and then three years of drudgery in the army.

The tourists grumbled about the dust and the potholes, about creeping toward the Maasai Mara to the detriment of daylight, about rushing away from the curio stands. The Mexican held up the plastic handle he spun to rewind his cassette tape without using batteries. “These will do so much for the human race,” he said with great seriousness. “They’re from Mexico.” I pretended to rewind his voice back into his throat.

Beyond the town of Narok we sliced across plains where zebras stood in high grass. Hills flared in all directions. Red-robed men grazed cattle on distant ridges—Maasai. The farther we traveled, the less likely it seemed we would ever happen upon another town, and I was struck by the power over the psyche of a place so far from home.

The Maasai Mara was orange in the late-day sun. We stopped within a herd of buffalo. The driver slid back the roof. And everyone climbed onto the seats, our heads sprouting above the truck like giant warts. Behind the buffalo were more buffalo and zebras and gazelles stretching forever in a shifting, uncountable herd, like a massive, singular life form claiming the land—the world before Nairobi, before Tel Aviv in a wetter time. Elephants crossed the road without even glancing at us. I hadn’t understood why my friends had flown off to Disneyland and Pisa in our break between secondary school and the army, and I understood it even less now.

The next afternoon we stopped at the “lunch station,” an island of dirt marked off under an acacia tree like some magical safe zone. The tourists huddled with their food near the vans as if from fear of being run down by cheetahs. A blond four-year-old girl explored among the trucks, dashing around the African drivers, touching them and laughing. The girl balanced barefoot on one of the boundary poles lying flat in the grass, then hopped and sprinted away. I caught my reflection in the side mirror of the safari truck. I was gangly, in bottle cap glasses with gold frames and huge square lenses that made my nose look thin as a guitar pick. I thought of my army interview two months earlier when I’d sat at the desk of a beautiful woman. She’d said, “I notice you have a gray tooth. Does it disturb you?” This was as close as I’d come in the last year to a date.

I shifted from foot to foot, starved for sugar, regretting I’d brought no chocolate, not knowing whom to talk to and sure I looked as awkward as I felt. The Mexican, who had a masters in biology, was the easiest of the tourists to approach. He nodded and touched my shoulder as I told him that after the army I planned to devote my life to the academy as a biologist or physicist. I told him I’d volunteered in the zoological gardens of Tel Aviv University where I managed a hundred aquariums and assisted a scientist in his research on water snakes. I said, “I studied the social life of the common lizard at fourteen and I think the agamidae and iguana families arose, not through convergent evolution, as believed, but divergent evolution, and we must do more research on their thyroid bones!”

The light brought such texture to the clouds that the sky seemed full of faces. Clouds over Israel now seem by comparison to be flat. I gazed across the Mara and imagined that beyond the hills lived isolated tribes, who were herding cattle, hunting, guarding themselves—from us, from me. After Teva, I’d enrolled in an everyday high school and then woken each morning and decided whether to go to class. Often I went instead to Tel Aviv University and rode the elevator up to the library to read textbooks in English. My mother was always thrilled to write “my child was sick” notes. By eleventh grade, I had earned the ire of most of my teachers. Oh, yeah, Ofir is sick again. Near the start of twelfth grade, while driving the family car, I listened to Metallica’s “Jump in the Fire” over and over again to build the courage to cut the safety rope to the education system. I registered as an independent with the Ministry of Education so they would send me exams directly, gambling that I could teach myself as well as my disgruntled teachers. Then I went to the head teacher and said, “I’m not continuing at your high school.”

Hovering in front of the safari van was a creature shaped like the letter T, a giant black T, like a flying top children spin from their palms. We drove closer. It was a bird! Its long tail hung down like a ribbon as it flew. I stood on the seat alone and snapped a photograph. We found another animal of impossible proportions later in Amboseli, a giraffe gazelle or swala twiga, whose ears stuck out like an alien’s and whose neck was so long in proportion to his body, he seemed to have been assembled by children. Why were animals so interesting not taught in school? How in all the books I’d read had I never learned of a swala twiga? I looked back at the travelers. Only the British girl showed any interest. The animals were as bored of us as the tourists were of anything but the Big Five. We followed the ant trails and worked our way through a traffic jam of a dozen safari vans to a leopard.

“It looks like it’s made of rubber and nailed to the tree,” the Frenchman said.

The Brits pontificated as to why the leopard or some lion wouldn’t just attack us—fear of the truck, fear of the scent of gasoline, fear of our collective size. The driver put an end to their talk when he said, “No, no, the only thing scaring a lion is the red shuka of a Maasai.”

“Whoever wants to pay three hundred shillings extra can see the nice village, a Maasai boma,” said the driver as he flung open the van door.

We were just outside the Mara.

Encircling the village was a mud wall built and shaped by hands, and around the wall was a thorn bush fence. A man in a shuka chatted with the driver in Swahili as we walked toward the village entrance. Heavy earrings pulled the man’s earlobes to his neck as if his ears were tuned to something I couldn’t hear.

Inside the fence, women in blue checkered capes hurried over in a buzz of shouting. “Hello. Hello. You like?” Jewelry hung from the hands and arms of the chattering, jittery Maasai. People charged from all directions with carvings, knives, necklaces, as if they’d just raided the inner sanctum of a temple. I searched through the mayhem for the village, wanting my bearings in the swarm of hands. Dust. Necklaces. Flies landed on my lips. Sour cow dung roasted in the sun. I wiped sweat from my face and slid through a gap in the throng. Rectangular mud huts with flat roofs faced inward onto a courtyard. The Mexican, bartering for a bow and arrow, said, “I’ll give you 150 shillings. Not more.” A man thrusting circular knives up to my face spoke in a language I didn’t understand.

Jewelry, on black sheets of plastic, lay on the ground in swirls of color beside cheap daggers with cowskin sheaths. People shouted around the Frenchman. A camera flashed. Women on tiny stools watched as I picked up an earring as big and beautiful as a butterfly’s wing. I caught my breath and let myself imagine that the earring’s beads were from old times, traded perhaps for spices or ivory. I flipped the earring over and found that half of it was made of plastic, yellow lettered plastic that I traced to the margarine tubs where the women stashed their money.

An old woman pushed armloads of necklaces up to my eyes.

“Thank you. I don’t need this,” I said as gently as I could.

I stuck my hand out, and she finally lowered the jewelry so I could see. The world fell away as the old Maasai looked at me in silence. Her eyes were moist. She seemed to be thinking of something—a calf, I imagined, a calf that needed tending. And her face! It was entirely wrinkled, with lines cutting through wrinkles, wrinkles within wrinkles, as though her skin had been cut by water. She wore on her face an entire lifetime of living outside and a map of what her people were.

The jewelry swung from her forearms as she hobbled toward the Mexican.

I scanned the periphery. Goats milled near the entrance. Children dashed, disappeared into a hut. A breeze carried the sharp odor of goat dung. And the soil was dung, old dung, with a consistency of dry broken dirt. Shouting villagers behind me went silent. In a ring of Maasai, the Frenchman performed a magic trick with a stick that spurred the men to drop their goods and search the ground for sticks of their own. In one small gesture he transformed the selling into conversation and laughter.

“We can see a manyatta now, a hut,” the driver said. “You’ll want to take pictures.”

A Maasai led us deeper into the boma. Children peeked out from doorways. Bowlegged, uncircumcised boys waddled around their grandmother’s knees. A girl darted into a hut. The goats are real, I said to myself. The wrinkles and smells and children are real. We stopped at the door of a mud hut. The red-caped man turned and called to someone. A woman stepped forward, wearing one red and one blue shuka. Her head was shaved. Encircling her neck were necklaces, different from those I’d seen for sale, the patterns of the beads encoded, our driver had said, with her story, age group, family, and who she’d married. She found a rope among the beads and slipped it off her head. On the rope was a brass key. The Maasai man worked the key into a padlock on the door.

I closed my eyes. How could a traditional hut be locked? Wasn’t a village supposed to be a family? I stepped inside the manyatta with my expectations churning in my stomach like soured food. Ashes, a recent fire; people did live here. But they’d made their home into an exhibit, just another part of the market. I walked out by myself; whatever was real within the village I could not touch.


HELL’S GATE

Naivasha seemed as arbitrarily located as a matatu stand, a town built around a place in the dirt where vehicles stopped. Kenyans strolled the unpaved roads, the men in Western clothes, their belts pulled tight as balloon knots, the women in colorful, puffy-shouldered dresses, kicking along in high heels too small for their feet. Shops were made of concrete and sheet metal, the businesses within revealed by the murals that adorned them: on the Duka ya Dawa was a painting of cough syrup pouring into a teaspoon, on the Kinyozi a mural of scissors and a man with a triangular hairdo.

It was my sixth day in Kenya, and I’d begun my journey again, by matatu. I was headed for the wilds alone. I sat on the public bus waiting for empty seats to fill and thumbing through my pocket notebook to where I’d written the names of safari and rafting companies. I drew an X across the page. I drew an X over information on jeep rentals, an X across the location in Nairobi of the Thorn Tree where travelers clipped notes for each other, for the safari had revealed how far greater were the freedoms I sought. I left my bag on the seat and climbed off the bus, which looked like one of the wrecked lorries along the Jerusalem highway dating to the war of ’48.

A man smiled at me as a truck stormed up the road.

“Jambo,” I said, greeting him.

Swahili raced out of his mouth like a rabbit shooting through the grass.

I said, “I’m just learning.”

“Where do you come from?” he said in English. “What are you doing?”

Two more men stopped to talk and teach me lines of Swahili. I skipped to a grocery shack made from rough-cut boards and bought a deck of cards and a packet of balloons while thinking of how the Frenchman had disarmed and charmed the Maasai sellers with his magic trick. Back in the bus, I played cards with a Kenyan guy my age, and within minutes I learned to count in Swahili and was laughing at the vocabulary words I’d cut from Lonely Planet and glued into my notebook, the Swahili for custard apple, guyaba, squid. X. When the bus was full of Africans, a woman climbed on with a baby and a piece of luggage that was a white grain sack. I gave her my seat; participate, I told myself. And I leapt down to the road. Two ladders ran up the back of the bus, and a boy scurried up and down one of them, loading luggage onto the roof, shouting what had to be the names of villages around Lake Naivasha. I climbed midway up the second ladder. The boy and I slapped hands. He banged the roof with his palm. And the bus puttered out of the station, the ladder trying to pull free from my grip as we accelerated up the road. Air rushed into my open mouth, because I couldn’t stop smiling for the joy of having finally arrived in Africa.

I slept at Fisherman’s Camp on the lake and trekked alone to the boundaries of Hell’s Gate National Park. I had my tent. I’d brought food—Nice biscuits, buns, and a dozen Cadbury chocolate bars. The landscape beyond the park entrance was so gray and barren compared to the Mara, that I was surprised to see gazelles. They were watching me. When I realized there was no reason not to, I veered off the gravel road toward them. I paused and pretended to graze, then rotated my head. The gazelles were delicate and nervous, with curious black eyes. Their ears twinkled. And they ran.

I tiptoed toward a warthog with tusks jutting from his mouth like the legs of a half-swallowed frog. I crept up to a hartebeest, his horns black and crooked as daggers ruined by fire. He glanced up, put his nose down, then looked over again, as though torn between fear and flirtation. Dik-diks, antelope, and ostriches came toward me, not like images from a textbook, but like characters, like individuals. Elated, I bounded from tree to rock to animal, zigzagging away from the road until I lost all sense of where I was, the landscape more wondrous with each hour I roamed.

A black ridge stretched into the distance like a wall protecting some older world. I scrambled up loose shale on the pathless mountain, through rock and brush, feeling the constant urge to laugh as animals shrank below me on the plains. Wind shot up the cliff wall, caught my backpack and twisted me. I pressed my stomach to the rock and waited for the updraft to blow itself out. An eagle circled against the moon, which lay on its curve like a half-closed eye. The wind brought a sense of isolation that engulfed all but the sound of my climb—rocks clinking, tumbling down, my boots sliding in the gravel as if they were too big for my feet. I reached the flat mountaintop with the ascent burning in my lungs and I lay on my stomach, eyes over the cliff edge. Giraffes below were barely more than motionless dots, and the landscape swept into the distance and disappeared into a haze of sandy air. I was amazed at the thought of who in the past had seen the same. And I was amazed at how much world there was beyond Israel. Our culture was so strongly rooted—who were we? We were Israeli and we were Jewish. It was a religion, a nationality, and a place of birth. This was old skin and I wanted to slough it off.

I bent the stems of my glasses around my ears to keep them from slipping down my nose. The entire face of the ridge, with its bald rock and pitches of gravel, was a blind spot, and I couldn’t see how to get down. Panic tightened in my throat as I circled and searched. An hour passed. Whatever I’d noticed on the way up I couldn’t remember. I didn’t even know which side of the ridge I’d climbed. The wind was raw and uncontained, hissing with the sound of a great emptiness. The sun was dropping, my breathing fast, nausea as sharp as the realization that I hadn’t been ready for this, that my boy-ness could not so easily die. I tightened the backpack straps, swallowed, and descended into the dead space, my body sideways, gravity pulling me, the ground slowly slipping away.

A head-size boulder broke free and vanished below.

I scuttled back to the ridge top, panting. An updraft, like an insult, slung sand into my face. I gripped a boulder and closed my eyes. One innocent step after another and the buses, gravel roads, and towns beside the lake had disappeared. Let me down! I wanted to say to Hell’s Gate. I was just following interesting things.

Heels dug into the gravel, my right hand bleeding, I descended again. An antelope stood below me in the flats. I gripped shrubs, grass, rock. The mountain held the afternoon’s heat, and I thought of the warm Shabbat plate on which my father cooked his weekly Jachnun. I looked down again at the antelope that was not an antelope but a man, and where the slope finally flattened I barreled toward him.

There were two Africans in the khaki uniforms of park rangers.

“Habari yacko, rafiki?” one of them said, calmly, smiling. How are you, friend?

“Mzuri sana,” I said. “Habari za leo?” Very fine. How are you today?

I dropped my pack. My legs were trembling, sweat dripping in my eyes. They asked in English what I was doing in Kenya and in the park, and when I described my trouble descending from the peak, it was clear they saw me, not as a lost boy looking for help, but as a man who’d walked off a mountain.

Instantly, they gave me back my breath.

“Can I just put my tent here?” I said. “With the animals?”

One ranger shrugged as if no one had ever asked.

“Ehh, I think so,” said the other ranger. “Why not?”

I said good-bye and walked on and realized I’d forgotten to ask them where I was.

A rain shower swept in without warning. I yanked my tent from its cinch sack, snapped the poles straight and fed them crosswise through the seams of the silver nylon. The ground was rocky, dotted with shrubs. A grass as tough as agropyron elongatum pierced the tent floor with its blades. Rain drummed on my twenty-dollar supermarket tent, which shuddered with me inside it. A rumble followed the shower into the distance and was gone.

The sun fell behind the mountains, prolonging dusk, and a chill seeped out of the shadows. I wrote a postcard to my grandfather Moshe and ate a chocolate bar, my bare feet sticking out of the tent, the soil broken and cool under my heels. The sense of remoteness, both magical and frightening, which had been contained in the wind on the mountaintop, settled over the plains.

The darkness began to sing, screeching, cooing, clicking. A short cry—from a small-lunged animal. A rasping—likely an insect. A bird whistled overhead. A voice seemed to call to me. Close, now farther away, now on the opposite side. One creature moving in circles or several. A cry, distressed—infant or animal. The night grew massive around the tent. I climbed out and fanned the flashlight, shaking, scanning the brush for eyes. The screeching and clacking continued as though I didn’t exist, the thorny terrain nearly as brutal on my feet as a field of glass. Littering the bare ground were acacia roots and dust-filled fragments of wood that might have come from trees fifty years dead. I lined branches around the tent, a perimeter of loose wood to knock together under a predator’s paws.

A scream. A hyena? I leapt into the tent. Or my body leapt. Chills washed over me. I pulled my legs against my chest and zipped the tent door. My heart thumped against my knees as I jammed the flashlight against the fabric wall and stared out through the insect screen. I knew the technical terms for the ways adrenaline worked, how in stress mode blood rushed from the digestive tract to the survival systems, how the pupils dilated and hair stood on end. But reading it in books was nothing compared to the power, in a single second, of actually feeling my body seized by fear.

How naïve I’d been to confuse knowledge and experience.

A screech.

I bounded out because I was scared, shined the flashlight in an arc, securing the space again from the nothingness. The beam shook in my sweaty hand. You interacted with these animals during the day. Wait, those animals were diurnal. Break it down, break it into parts, quantify it. The rangers wouldn’t have let me pitch the tent if there were lions in the park. Or had they not really given me permission? Or had they assumed I knew what to do in this place?

I picked up a sharp rock and found enough comfort to tilt back my head and gaze at the sky. I thought, I’m too fond of stars to be fearful of the night. There were more stars than I’d ever seen, clouds of stars that reached clear to the horizon, as at a planetarium. What had been the point of making grids to learn the constellations? Of memorizing the Latin names of lizards’ bones? Nothing I’d learned had gotten me a millimeter closer to understanding what was out in the darkness.


A LION’S CLAWS

All eyes were on me when I unzipped the tent the next morning—a horizon of animals framed by the mountains. Warthogs shot into the grass. A zebra stared, then buried his head in the herd. Neurotic gazelles all pointed one way like weathervanes. I peeled back the tent door for a wider view, and a gazelle leapt sideways and all the gazelles leapt, as if connected by string. Layers of animals filled the savannah in the daily ritual of traveling to drink, to find good grass, half of them staring at my silver tent, which may have looked to them as odd against the landscape as it would have to me just days before.

I packed and walked, the gazelles slashing across the flats, zebras trotting. Insipid wildebeest squeezed against each other in the distance like a shoal of fish. My destination, again, was no more than the sum of a thousand random steps. Though I was making an effort to keep the black mountain ridge on my right.

Hours passed. Acacia trees sprouted from the plains. A giraffe browsed in a treetop and I sneaked toward him in the shadows. The bottom of his white orange stomach towered overhead like the belly of a god. When he spotted me through the leaves, he jerked upward, ripping loose from the ground. I fell backwards as the giraffe wheeled like scaffolding in slow motion, his legs lifting high over the savannah as he ran.

All my life, I thought, I’ve been touching things through gloves.

When the grass grew thick farther on, it occurred to me I might have crossed beyond the park’s borders. I stopped, listened. The brush whispered in the breeze. I stopped again when the clank of goods in my pack and the rocks grinding under my boot soles overwhelmed whatever I should have been listening for. The land looked like a place in the Mara only Maasai dared walk, where the grass was high enough to conceal a lion’s head. A pair of baboons glided parallel to my path. They’d been watching me. The juvenile crept close, his feet turning inward in his pigeon-toed walk.

From my backpack, I tore out two buns. The juvenile lunged, seized the bread and sprinted off. A clan of baboons had been shadowing me in the brush. A female appeared, her sharp snout making her seem a cousin to wolves. I jumped; a male had crept around and touched my hand. The female moved closer. Dozens of baboons marched into the open. Some, like scouts, sat to watch, forearms resting on their knees, the land revealing that it could select out the weak. In the Tel Aviv University Library, I’d studied the behavior of baboons, who had highly developed social structures that helped them defend their groups. And helped them attack. And they closed ranks around me.

I stomped my boots. Baboons scurried behind boulders like fleeing mice. Then returned. A male jumped forward as if to test how close he could get without inciting a response. So much intelligence showed in his eyes and expressions. Was I as alert? When he looked toward the others, I picked up a rock, yelled, smashed it down. They scuttled away in a dust cloud, their asses pink as though diseased. They crept back into formation. When I began to walk, they walked. Does he mean it when he scares us? they seemed to think. We’ll find out.

“Bah!” I smashed rocks and waved my arms and they melted away into the brush.

I was dehydrated and nearly out of water when I spotted, tiny in the distance, the red of his shuka bright against the brown valley, a Maasai warrior.

“Jambo!” I shouted and the distance swallowed the word. “Habari!” I ran, the bag rattling and hopping on my back. The soil was packed hard, petrified by the sun. Spastic and shouting and out of control, I stomped and sprinted down the side of the valley into the creek bed to a trail where I stopped in front of the Maasai.

He was smiling, leaning against a spear, one leg crossed behind the other. Wind blew through the landscape as though we were the only men left on earth.

He reached out and touched the side of my face with the back of his hand.

The Maasai, forty or fifty years old, watched me in a way that seemed to say we had all the time in the world. Here, he was saying, we are not in a hurry. I felt ridiculous for running, for shouting as though he might have fled, for carrying a massive backpack when all he needed was a spear.

I reached out and touched the side of his face with the back of my hand.

The Maasai stood motionless. He was tall and thin, mostly hidden under his red cape, his sandals cut from old tires.

“Ninaitwa Ofir. Ninatoka Israel.” I’d been practicing my opening statements. “Unaitwa nani?” What’s your name?

Another minute of silence and he began to speak, not KiSwahili, but KiMaasai, which was full of hard K’s and rolling R’s and quick, almost hidden syllables. Swahili was softer, closer in sound to Arabic. That I did not and could not answer did not stop the Maasai from talking on and on.

“Kijiji ni wapi?” I said in Swahili; I needed far more to drink than the sips I’d been saving. The village is where?

With a patience that was almost holy, he continued in KiMaasai.

I pointed in different directions, said, “Kijiji? Kijiji?” Village?

He smelled of cooking fires and cattle.

“Kijiji?” I said and, as his monologue continued, I reached across his field of vision and pointed. “Kijiji?” I pointed as if a brush fire were roaring toward us through the valley. “Kijiji!” I said, “Wewe kulala wapi?” You sleep where? In dozens of variations and tones, miming and pointing in all direction, I uttered a dozen kijijis in hopes of hitting the magical combination that would mean, Let’s go!

“Ah, kijiji,” the Maasai said and nodded.

But didn’t move. Before we lost our iota of understanding, I gave one final kijiji and started up the path. He laid his spear across his shoulders and glided by me with long graceful steps, his legs like stilts beneath his shuka, his speed forcing me to double-time. Only in a place where the land stretched out as though leading the way, did it seem possible to walk in silence with a man I’d just met and feel complete comfort.

His footprints were fragments of tire treads.

Hours later, the brown rectangles of two villages appeared in the distance. I walked shoulder to shoulder with the warrior, feeling like a king. The blue of the sky was intense and unreal, as in pictures of earth from space. Near the first boma, two boys in shukas walked toward us, making eye contact but keeping their heads down. I extended my hand expecting to shake, but the boys stopped a meter in front of us, bowed their shaven heads, and leaned in, one toward the man, the other toward me.

I watched the elder for a sign of what to do. When he laid his palm on the head of the boy in front of him, I did the same to the boy before me. The boys switched places and we repeated. It wasn’t hair I touched, but warm skin, the skull, and I thought of the Shabbat Priestly Prayer at synagogue when my father had placed his hand on my head under his prayer shawl.

The bigger boy, by responsibility or honor, took my bag. A dry acacia fence lined the mud wall of the village. Goats everywhere shook their tails and baaed. Children with flies dotting their mouths and yellow crust around their eyes paraded forward in overwhelming numbers, all with their heads bowed. The men stood back, bright teeth shining in their smiles, not directing the children, only watching. I touched one head after another, as if I’d been asked to bless a nation. The village back in the Mara seemed now hardly a village at all. I shooed and shooed a fly from my lips until I noticed Maasai kids unbothered by bugs feeding on their snot. The boma was dirty, the ground moist with mashed piles of cow dung. The smell of the soil was soft and warm, a detail, I imagined, that in the life of a child did not change—so that even manure might be loved.

All the men shook my hand. Then old women shuffled over, slumped at the shoulders and leaning on walking sticks like keepers of a pact, their heads held high. Two old mamas took turns pulling my nose and playing with my hair, the world here like one people at home might have imagined existed only in myth, a distant civilization of tall thin figures more alien than kin. The large boy from outside the boma lifted my pack from the dung and led me with several men to a hut, where smoke, solid as a curtain, hit me in the doorway. My eyes burned as I groped over a mud wall fragile enough to break in my hands. Someone took my arm and helped me to sit on a cowskin bed. The hut was pitch-black but for the coals of a fire and a ray of light slicing through the smoke from a tiny window. A woman poked the coals, blew, set a silver pot over fresh flames. I unzipped my pack and handed chocolate bars to the man seated at the fire who seemed to be my host. But he set the chocolates aside.

As Maasai entered and sat around me, the woman sprinkled leaves into the pot. She removed the leather cap from a beaded gourd, raised the gourd to her eyes and dumped milk into the tea, then spun a stirring stick between her palms. She poured boiling tea into a cup with a broken handle, then to another and back, again and again, to cool it for drinking. My maternal grandma always did the same even though we urged her just to add cold water.

After two cups of tea, a man led me outside. I drew crisp, smokeless air into my lungs, then held my breath as we dove into another dark manyatta. I sat at the fire in silence, eyes stinging, barely able to breathe air of an atmosphere from a different time. Ugali, a sticky starch made from ground corn, was set in front of me with a bowl of goat meat stew—two common bowls. The man showed me how to claw into the ugali and he laughed when I used both hands to keep my ugali ball from disintegrating. As I scooped food into my mouth, I realized that on my hands were the germs of the entire village.

I moved from house to house through the afternoon, counting cups of tea until my stomach at fourteen was close to bursting. But at least I was no longer thirsty. And what a paltry welcoming my small family and I could have given a wandering Maasai. And how foolish I’d been for thinking I needed to give a gift to my host—the chocolates—when everyone had been waiting to honor me, a solitary traveler, by sharing. And asking for nothing. Language was artifice. Warmth didn’t necessitate words. What was small talk next to singing? As I lay that night in my sleeping bag on a lumpy bed of sticks and hide, I struggled to measure my obligation to the Israeli Army against the budding individualism I’d inherited from my mother. I thought, My life in Israel and even Israel itself were just specks on an endless horizon. Everything I believed about myself, my family, and other cultures, I’d inherited from my own culture. The lens of my upbringing had been pulled away, and I hadn’t even known it existed. How could I have made a real choice about where I fit in the world when I’d been ignorant of what choices there were?

I woke late and alone in the manyatta and pawed for my glasses, then laced up my boots, laughing at myself for lacking the confidence to go barefoot when women strolled through the dirt as though walking on carpet. Children gathered outside as I blew balloons, children who were proud to carry water and wood and to tend to calves and who were listened to by their elders when they spoke.

An English-speaking Maasai was brought from another boma. We helped that afternoon in the herding of cattle and he instructed me on the handling of predators.

“The lion is coming?” the Maasai said. “Make the shuka big or to hold the bag like you big. Take the bag, put it down, make you so two people. If cheetah come to you, no move. If cheetah run to you, no move.”

We met a man with scars across his chest, slashing scars from a lion’s claws. In the past, the man said, three or four moran—warriors—left the village and wandered, carrying clubs, knives and spears, sleeping on the ground and hunting for meat, the only time besides periods of great wanting when Maasai culture permitted the hunting of animals. The journey of the moran was the ultimate test of the bush: to find and slay a male lion. Felling a lion with a thrown spear wasn’t the most honorable kill. Nor was distracting a lion and flanking him. The bravest warrior, who if he lived would be known forever for his actions, would kneel in front of the charging lion, plant the dull end of his spear in the ground, the shaft gripped in his hands, blade pointed outward at his face. And he would wait for the lion’s attack, wait for the lion to lunge and impale himself on the spear, as he learned whether he had the courage to hold himself still.

The Maasai stood before me, broad shouldered, chest gleaming in the light, his scars so long and thick he’d almost been sliced in half, and I realized then that what made him who he was was not what he knew but what he had done. And the importance of what he’d done was not that he’d survived his confrontation with the lion, but that he’d looked for the lion and faced the lion when every instinct in his body had screamed to run, to back away, to take shelter. There was nothing he could bring to that moment, no skill, no wisdom from some elder about how to kill a lion. He’d simply planted his spear in the ground and waited, so the lion would either kill him or cut him so deeply he would be forever changed.

I wasn’t going to the academy to study biology or physics after the army. Not any more. No matter what might happen to me, I was headed straight for the teeth and the claws.


1994–1998

Israel

THE ARMY

My grandfather Moshe told stories of his life in Iraq, of a Tigris River teeming with fish, of markets overflowing with a hundred varieties of dates and of nomads bringing to Bagdad their buffalo-milk cream. Jews and Arabs had lived in peace on avenues lined with coffee shops and they’d all spoken Arabic. Moshe had worked as the accountant for a fabric merchant and, before commuting each morning to the market on foot, he’d turned toward Jerusalem and prayed in Hebrew. On the rivers of Babylon we sat and cried and remembered Zion. Moshe believed his lineage in Iraq stretched back to the time of Abraham. But when he prayed, he prayed as his forefathers had: for the creation of a Jewish state.

My mother was born in Iraq in ’49 and three years later moved with Moshe, my pregnant grandmother, and my aunt to newly created Israel. Waiting for them was a bath of DDT at Ben Gurion Airport and a shack at Camp David in Haifa. But for Moshe these were barely nuisances, and little mattered more than that the impossible wish had been achieved. The load of tradition, dragged through the centuries on the backs of Jews, was set down within a new state, the ancient quest completed before my birth.

More traditional than religious, Grandpa Moshe believed that the country he’d helped to establish was mine to protect, a task to me that was not a warrior’s but a watchman’s. Facing boot camp, I had no choice but to do my part in protecting aunts and elders and everyone who’d done their share. Evading the draft was unthinkable, synonymous with cutting ties to Israel and family. But at eighteen when I arrived at the base in Tel Ha’Shomer, my quest had become not to create or protect borders, but to erase them.

My first uniform was baggy enough that my sister and a cousin could have taken shelter in the sleeves. The glasses dwarfing my nose kept me out of combat boot camp and the upper-level courses, and it was impossible to feel a sense of achievement when other rookies faced far greater daily challenges than I. My M-16 was with me always, stuck between the bedsprings and my green mattress when I slept, just beyond the stream of water when I washed in the open showers, the thin strap cutting into my neck as I walked, barrel banging against doorjambs. Commanders delighted in ordering us to refill sand buckets at the fire posts, to whitewash walls, to rake the unending cascade of leaves falling from eucalyptus trees, which seemed to have been planted solely for our torture.

In a professional course after boot camp, I learned radio communication and encrypted communication for combat. None of it interested me. Nor did it interest a short guy named Elad, who, within hordes of zealous rookies, kept his eyes on the floor as though waiting for world’s end. While mopping the cafeteria one day, I said hello, and Elad glared at me. “The killer got up a bit before dawn,” he said. “Then he put on his boots. He walked up a really long hall. After a while he got to a door. This guy said, ‘Father? Yes, Son. I want to kill you.’”

Elad frowned when he realized I was still beside him. But then his desire to drive me off morphed into the hunch that I might be a kindred spirit. We started talking about music; Elad played the pickups of his guitar with a nail. “But I have time for nothing now,” he said. “I hate the slave work, not because it’s hard but because it’s useless.” We pushed aside the tables in the dining hall instead of cleaning and squared off for water hockey, for jousting with squeegees and mops, an Olympics that ended with blood and the infirmary.

Ofer was another rookie, quiet and solitary. Ofer had lost a friend in a bombing of a trempiada, a station where soldiers hitchhiked to and from a remote camp. His commanders refused to let him attend the funeral. So disconsolate was Ofer that he joined the pact Elad and I made to reclaim our lives. We vowed either to be stationed where we could sleep at home with evenings free—kalab—or to be assigned as cooks or drivers who spent one week on the base and one week off—weekweek. We didn’t care that soldiers with weekweek were those the army didn’t want around more than half the time. We called our strategy The Art of War of Weekweek.

After the professional course, I was stationed in Tel Aviv where the buildings of the base loomed over us like threats. My unit, responsible for communications support for special operations, was unique in that we could not leave the base. Time passed with an impossible slowness. The yelling I endured was generic and impersonal, which only made it worse, and I thought constantly of the Maasai who knew far better why they carried their spears. I slept in bed wearing boots for nighttime shift duty—two hours at a guard post, two hours in bed, two hours at a post. In the helmet pouch of my combat vest I stashed a Swahili phrasebook and the Lonely Planet Guide to Central Africa. I traded for shifts at isolated posts so that I could read about Zaire.

“I don’t want to be promoted,” I told my commander. “I don’t want you to value what I’m doing. I want to be a good soldier. I want to be a great soldier, but if I’m a great soldier, you’ll promote me, and then I’ll have even less free time. I’m stuck on the base and I can’t even visit my home, which is five minutes away. Do you see a problem?”

Elad, “The Dwarf,” had hung a noose over his bed when he was fifteen, and he had little trouble convincing his mental health officer he was on the verge of suicide. He was removed from Northern Command and reassigned as a driver, and he spent his evenings making industrial music, playing guitar with small electrified motors and shards of glass. For their ability to wave wands and restore lives, mental health officers were called “magicians.”

Ofer’s big ears had earned him the nickname “The Bat.” He was also in Northern Command, stationed on Mount Harmon on the Lebanese border, living in tunnels beneath the snow. He spent hours in therapy, honing the ruse of depression and, for his finale in the Art of War of Weekweek, he left a suicide note. But the formulas of army legend had become cliché, and Ofer’s note was one of three found that afternoon in the unit.

“Ofir, let’s cut the bullshit. I want you to make a list,” said my new direct commander, who had the muscular build of an athlete and the alien ears of a swala twiga. He relayed stories, not of sacrifice to country, but of personal challenge. “Divide a page in two. On one side write what would be good if you go to the psychologist and get weekweek, and on the other, say, the benefits of going to the field in Lebanon. The question is how far can you go?”

Elad, Ofer, and I were handpicked for daylong officers’ course exams. Elad saw his selection as further proof the army was a farce and he used the opportunity to aim for full discharge, seeking both to fail and to be mentally examined for his answers. After a year of being reduced to an automaton, of feeling drugged by routine and the cumulative agony of pointless tasks, I was as happy as Ofer that the army was now asking us to think, and I cancelled my appointment with the magician.

The desert landscape of Mizpa Ramon in the Negev imparted a sense of freedom absent within the walls of a military base. In officers’ training, Ofer and I learned to use explosives and fuses, how to treat mass casualties, burns, cut limbs, fractures, battle wounds. A good paramedic is an improviser. Our daily goals were no nobler but they were practical, and for the first time the military was adventurous. We crawled up hills blindfolded. We were woken in the night to run for hours, to trek with twenty-kilogram packs, to carry a member of our unit for thirty kilometers on a stretcher, drills I never ceased to imagine were on the savannah. We learned to pace our walking and to know our range and we studied command, the management of soldiers on the battlefield, philosophy, principles and the ethics of war and self-management for maintaining control in extreme situations. I led my unit of ten cadets in a simulated field exercise, my commander batting my helmet, knocking my head from side to side, as I tried to give orders before we stormed a hill, breathing dust, firing blank cartridges, and I committed errors, both tactical and mental, that led to the theoretical deaths of nearly all my men.

In my self-critique before the unit, I said, “I should have spread my soldiers wider and known the terrain better. Under stress, I got lost.” But I was always getting lost; my inner compass insisted on spinning its own way. Adding to the critique, my bunkmate, Shahar, said, “You’re also not such a glamorous commander.” But we had “space” to make mistakes, and even costly ones were desirable as tools for learning.

The company was in the field, daytime, simulating battlefield movements, when my friend Assaf accidentally raised an antenna from an armored personnel carrier into a high voltage power line. He was evacuated to the hospital, and the company came together to wait. Anxious cadets walked in circles around improvised tents. Assaf’s training officer was found crying in the grass. When the highest ranking officer of the base appeared, a man I’d seen only once, I knew it would be bad. He said, “It is with great regret that I inform you that at 16:30 Assaf Avni passed away.” My friends grabbed each other and sobbed. The commander looked down, then said, “God gave us a great gift that we forget things. All pain eventually hurts less.”

Everyone had stopped listening and I thought, Why am I the only one not crying?

“Continue as usual,” was the word from the magicians. “You don’t need to stop and process this. Continue in your routine. The routine protects you.”

When I finally got a weekend off, I stayed in my room at home and listened to “Hotel California” for hours, which Assaf had played in the barracks on a guitar missing a string. When my tears finally came, the melancholy was like a drug. And the draw of it I couldn’t explain.

Summer of 1996, after eight months of officer’s training, I got my rank and was transferred to a colorless world of concrete and sand that made me long for the hated eucalyptus trees. My office I painted peach, outfitted with a bar and three stools and decorated with a print, The Metamorphosis of Narcissus. I played Jimi Hendrix tapes and turned the office into a night spot, Ofir’s Janana Bar, where I served well-sugared instant coffee to my soldiers. The aquarium that I brought in with two leopard geckos finally earned me a commander’s wrath: “You can’t just do what you want! This is the army!”

My need to be in Africa had grown almost pathological. It hardly mattered that my connection to the continent was as tenuous as the encapsulated revelations of a three-week trip. In Africa, I believed, waited not just the experiences I needed to continue building myself, but my very purpose. Whatever contribution I might make in my life would not be in someone else’s army.

As an officer, I had to give a fourth year to the Israel Defense Forces, and Ofer and I began holding “Africa meetings” at the Prozac Bar in Tel Aviv. Ofer had taken me to get contact lenses, and my glasses were gone and with it the nickname “The Blind.” On the way to the bar I changed out of my uniform into a velvet shirt and purple bellbottoms. I carried my M-16 on my back and Heart of Darkness in my bag. Ofer, the primary architect of my makeover into coolness, wore black vinyl pants. Both of us wore three earrings. And no one in the Prozac Bar believed we were officers.

“The meeting has begun at 20:37,” I said, following army protocol. “People present are Ofer and Ofir. Comments?” Ofer had just started to smoke, and his cigarette burned only along the bottom, back toward his throat. I asked if we should register “one badly smoked cigarette” under “any other business.” And I stirred into my Nescafé as many packets of sugar as the water in the coffee mug would absorb—seven.

“Sabbaba Ugalák,” I said, invoking our language of odd words and cult music phrases. “Third point on the agenda: Cheetah attack procedures. If a cheetah attacks, we stand perfectly still. Do we agree?”

Ofer nearly spit up his beer. “Are you serious?”

“A cheetah makes false attacks, to intimidate. If we stand perfectly still, she’ll run right by. Now a leopard—not so much, so we ought to move. Write it down.”

Ofer laughed and wrote it down and told Galit, our waitress, that he planned to make her fall in love with him. Ofer had a vast circle of friends he’d brought me into and was always dreaming up excursions. While stationed in Gaza, Ofer had been in charge of monitoring forty-one kilometers of border with field trackers and radar.

“Agenda item six,” I said. “If we have a problem with the authorities, we should try to ‘settle’ the problem before reaching the police station. Thieves often pose as policemen. Do we agree?”

“Indeed, I smell you.”

“Now, if we hire a plane in Kinshasa and parachute into the jungle, we try to land near a river. Do we agree?”

Ofer laughed. “We don’t even know how to parachute. Why near a river?”

“If something goes wrong, like, breaking our legs, we can float downstream.”

Ofer went quiet. But then a smile crept back across his face. He said, “Okay. Smell you. Being burned by cannibals preparations. What do we do?”

“No worries. If we’re about to be burned alive, we throw teargas pills into the fire—I stole some from the base—and we disappear. Poof.”

Ofer ordered another drink. He’d once said he would give his life for me. My girlfriend at the time, Gal, was jealous of Ofer. Shahar called us a married couple. Ofer and I had promised, even after taking brides, to live next door to each other. We vowed at seventy to skydive in wheelchairs. Ofer and Ofir. Ofir and Ofer. We danced with friends at clubs like Echoes and Kat Balu and dreamed that when peace came we would guide the first Israeli tourists into Syria.

Ofer and I were drafted on the same day and then discharged on the same day in October 1998. A few weeks on, we sat at a table in a mall near an eye doctor’s office. We had appointments for Lasik surgery, as the jungle was no place for contact lenses. Ofer and I had worn our oldest, thickest glasses that day, and we looked like scuba divers. We had the same diopter, minus ten, which meant that without corrective lenses we bumped into walls. As our appointments neared, we nodded in ceremony and pulled our glasses away from our eyes. The mob around us swirled into a blur of colors. The volume of everything seemed to soften. We leaned our heads together and continued to talk. “My brother,” Ofer said, “Kenya will be the dream and adventure of our lives.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/fig286-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig286-02.jpg





OPS/images/copy_logo.jpg





OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    


     
         
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OPS/images/fig282-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig292-02.jpg
‘..,.“.M.Im.
Py |8
omirtg  Comtracenty
ey






OPS/images/fig292-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig308-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig296-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig296-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig304-03.jpg





OPS/images/fig304-02.jpg
U
I N1 =





OPS/images/fig289-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig300-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig304-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig3_01.jpg
OPEN(I)ROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA





OPS/images/fig308-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig285-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig289-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig300-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig291-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig291-01.jpg





OPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
THE LAST GREAT APE

A Journey Through Africa
and a Fight for the
Heart of the Continent






OPS/images/fig295-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig295-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig299-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig310-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig299-01.jpg
——





OPS/images/fig310-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig278-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig278-03.jpg





OPS/images/fig280-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig280-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig303-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig303-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig307-03.jpg





OPS/images/fig307-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig307-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig288-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig284-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig290-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig284-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig290-03.jpg





OPS/images/fig290-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig294-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig278-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig298-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig298-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig281-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig281-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig302-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig302-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig306-04.jpg





OPS/images/fig302-03.jpg





OPS/images/fig306-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig306-03.jpg





OPS/images/fig306-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig287-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig283-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig283-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig293-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig09-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig293-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig279-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig01-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig309-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig297-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig301-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig301-01.jpg





OPS/images/fig305-02.jpg





OPS/images/fig305-01.jpg





