FROM RHINO HORNS TO DAGGER HANDLES—

A DEADLY BUSINESS

To save the critically endangered rhino, we must find a substitute
for its horn, highly pr1zed i Yemen for making dagger handles
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FTER 13 YEARS OF PERI-
odicallv visiting the small
Arabian country of Yemen.
| knew myv way around the
ancient bazaar in the capi-
tal city of San’a quite well. The street
of the dagger makers was not difficult
w tind: as | approached, I could hear
the melodic sounds of hammers strik-
ing metal blades on well-worn anvils
and the errauc hum of files rasping on
rough hilts. In one cubicle an elderly
man crouched in dim light as he ap-
plicd the tlame of a blowtorch to the
hilt he was shaping. It was obvious
trom the stench of burning hair that a
rhino-horn dagger was being made.

Below: In San‘a, the capital of Yemen,
buyer and seller haggle over the price
of a jamblyya, or dagger.

Opposite: The most prestigious
daggers have rhino-hom handles.
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Rhino horn has long been consid-
ered a prestigious item 1n many parts
of the word. In Yemen (officiallv the
Yemen Arab Republic) it s of pracu-
cal and ornamental value. used in
making hilts tor the traditional jam-
biyyas. or daggers, worn by most
men. In lndia and China a variety of
pharmaceuticals are derived from
rhino-horn shavings and powder. Its
commonly thought that Asians value
the horn as an aphrodisiac, but in fact
this use appears limited (see “Deadly
Love Potons,”ANIMAL KINGDOM,
January/February 1987). Other parts
of the rhino are also used to make
medicinal and sexual pouons. Esmond
Bradley Martin, who has studied the
rhino-product trade in more depth
than anyone, reports that rhino blood
and urine are commonly sold in Asia.

Unfortunately, the rhino horn that
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the Yemenis and others find so useful
comes from animals poised on the
brink of extinction. Twenty vears ago.
the worldwide population of the five
rhino species was estimated at 70,2C3;
barely 10,000 survive todav. The black
rhino has been especially hard hit.
Once a common sight on the East
African savannas, the species has been
all but eliminated by poachers over
most of its range; only about 3,730
remain, nearly all in wildlife sanctu-
aries. The rhino’s horn—which
evolved as a defense weapon—has be-
come its Achilles” heel.

Scienusts have known about the
poaching problem for some ume. but
only in the past 20 years have there
been concerted efforts to save rhinos.
These endeavors have focused mainly
on protecting animals in the wild or
within reserves—an approach that
worked well in South Africa, for ex-
ample, where the once critically en-
dangered southern white rhino is
flourishing under strict protection.
But the cost of guarding every wild
rhinoceros is clearlv prohibitive, espe-
clally for financially strapped African
and Asian nations. Most countries
where rhinos occur have signed CITES
(the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild
Fauna and Flora), which bans trade 'n
all rhino products. Thouch this lewss-
lation 1s important. 1ts entorcement is
bevond the means of mos: govern-
ments and consery ation or anizatons.

One way to help ease the pressure
on rhinos 1s to trv to reduce demand
tor their products. [n 1987 -he United
States Agency for International Devel-
opment and the World Wide Fund tor
Nature (WWF) launched a project w0
examine the use ot rhino horn in
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A dagger-maker in the Yemeni souk, or
marketplace. uses a file to shape a
rhino-hom handle. He can make 20 hilts
from one hom. Because rhinos are so
rare, the price of such a dagger starts
at $1,500.

Yemen, which was known to be a pri-
mary consumer. I have spent much of
the past 10 years studying the anthro-
pology of Yemen. so I was asked to
head the rhino-horn project. My pni-
mary task was to determine why the
horn is so highly valued and what
could be done to discourage its use
and trade.

LTHOUGH NOT A PARTY TO

CITES, the Yemen government

had banned the import of rhino
horn in 1982, But five years later a
short walk through the bazaar showed
that horns were stll coming in.

One of the dagger makers invited
me to sit beside him as he worked. He
was from one of the two or three
famihies that specialize in the making
ot hilts in the bazaar, and his pride in
his cratt was evident as we talked. He
had been putting the finishing touches
on a dagger hilt but dropped it 1o
show me how he fashions them from
start to finish.

“l don't keep any whole rhino
horn here in my shop.” he said with a
laugh. “It’s far too valuable.”

In the basement of another shop he
cuts out the rough shapes of the hilts,
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two or three from each pound of
horn. The average rhino horn weighs
six to eight pounds, so he can make
about 20 hilts from one horn. “With
so little rhino horn around these
davs,” he sad, “I make the hilts
smaller. Just look at this old one I'm
wearing.” He pointed to the large-
handled dagger sticking out of an or-
dinary shcath on the leather belt
around his waist.

“I can make up to 20 hilts a day.”
said the craftsman, and he opened a
cloth to show me the ones he had fin-
ished that weck. Because of the sharp
decline in rhino numbers, most of the
hilts were made from water-buffalo
horn.

After a hilt is cut out, it is shaped
with files. The dagger maker was sur-
rounded by various tools, each with a
specific name and function which he
carefully explained as he went along.

“Once it’s filed, | put a flame to it
to scorch the hairs. This makes it 2as-
ier to smooth and polish.” A small
metal bow! at his feet held a mixture
of sand and water that he applies with
a cloth to polish the hilt. “And last,”
he said. “1 rub on some sesame o1l to
bring out the color.”

To understand the Yementi fascina-
tion with rhino horn, I had to forget
preconceived notons about aphrodisi-
acs and the like and listen to the
people talk about their daggers. The
Yemeni jambiyva is not an exotic heir-

loom hung over the fireplace like a
Civil War sword. Virwually all adult
men wear daggers, most on a daily
basis—not for protection, particularly
since the introduction of rifles, but out
of pride.

Traditionally. Yemen has been a
tribal society, and the dagger is a pow-
erful symbol of a man’s ability to de-
fend himself and the honor of his
tribe. It is also an integral part of the
bar’a, a dance performed outdoors by
tnbesmen on religious and national
kolidavs, at major tribal and national
events, and at weddings.

The Yemeni practice of wearing
daggers is not likelv to disappear just
because the society s modernizing.
Even the most Westernized Yemenis
still wear their daggers on ceremonial
occasions and at important family
events. In some ways the symbolic
value of the dagger has increased since
the civil war of the early 196Cs, which
toppled a centuries-old religious aris-
tocracy and resulted in the formation
of a democratic government. Todav
the jambiyya is a national symbol,
something all Yement men can wear
to show their new sense of unity as
well as to mainuain continuity with a
rich tribal heritage.

HE REASON FOR WEARING THE

jambiyya is understandable, but

why does the hilt have to be
made of rhino horn? The answer is
not as complicated as one might imag-
ine. It has nothing to do with the rhi-
noceros itself or with its perceived
powers to heal or increase sexual
prowess. To put it simply: Hilts made
of rhino horn are more resistant to
wear and tear than those of other ma-
terials, such as common cow or warer
buffalo horn.

The jambivva is probably the most
visible indication of a man’s swatus,
somewhar like an executive's limou-
sine. The best ones have carefully
noned steel blades that are lightweight
and durable; their wooden sheathes
may be overlaid with silver or gold,
and leather belts are often embroi-
dered with silver or gold thread. The
dagger's most vulnerable part is the
hilt, because it is constantly handled
and comes into contact with human
skin oils.




Poachers have run amok in Africa and Asia to satisty the demand
for rhino products, particularly the horn.

Atfter centuries of making hils.
Yemceni crafismen have found that
nothing works as well as animai horn.
Wood tends to chip or splinter and
shows wear rapidiv. Silver ang aold
arc casth dented and require upkeep.
It appears that no matenal, particu-
farlv not water buftalo horn. wears a«
well as rhino horn. (Actuallv rhino
horn is not & bony growth: rather. 1t
consists of millons of ughtdv com-
pacted hairlike fibers.) My Yemen:
triends have told me that a rhino-horn
hilt'looks better the more it is handled
and the older it gets. After abour 50
vears, the hilt becomes a translucent
vellow, like amber, and individual
“hair” lines become more distinct.
Some Yemenis can literally talk for
hours about the qualities of rhino-
horn hilts.

There arc no rhinoceroses in Ara-
bia and very few Yemenis have ever
even scen a picture of one. The com-
mon name for rhino horn in the
Yemen bazaar is zirraf, the general
Arabic term tor giraffe. The littie 1n-
formation that is available on the rhi-
noceros 1s more fanciful than facrual.
Many medieval Arab writers passed
on the unicorn of Greek myth as a
representation of the rhinoceros.

One of the more widely read Ara-
bic books on animals was the zoologi-
cal lexicon of Muhammed al-Damun,
written in the fourteenth centurv. Al-
Damirt claimed that the rhine could
reach 150 teet in length. Some peopic
thought the rhinoceros was the ofi-
spring of a mare and a male elephant.
If that were true. reasoned al-Damin.
it would not be lawful under Islamic
law to cat rhinoceros meat. It was
even alleged that a baby rhino could
stick 1ts head out of its mother’s
womb and browse on nearbv plants
before birth. According to al-Damiri.
the rulers of ancient China used the
rhinoceros to torture prisoners: The

Though they wax poetic about the
qualities of rhino hom, Yemenis find no
magic in the animal's adornment.

They would gladly use a substitute.
The problem is finding a substance that
is equally durable and attractive.

tongue of the animal was said to be
so rough that 1t could lick the flesh
off a man’s bones.

In India and China. al-Damin
noted. rhino horn was supposed to
help in recovering from epilepuic fits.
reduce tever, and help induce birth in
women with severe labor pains. The
claim tna rhno horn could protect a
person from the dreaded evil eve gave
particular value to the horn. It seems
strange that these cures never caught
on in tradivional Arab medicine.

The dilemma in Yemen is not how
to eliminate superstitons but how to

counter a practical argument. Yemenis
find no magic in rhino horn. The dag-
ger makers are businessmen. Unul the
covernment banned the export of
rhino horn in 1987 thev made moneyv
not onlv from the daggers bur also
from the shavings. which they col-
lected and sold to the Chinese, who
do believe in the curative properties
of rhino horn. The kev in Yemen is
to find an acceptable substitute for
rhino homn.

Because the numbers of rhinos
have plummeted, the price of horn has
skyrocketed in the last few years and




Yemen officially banned the import of rhino horn in 1982, but a
walk through the bazaar showed that horns were still coming in.

it has become a luxury item that fewer
and fewer people can afford. The main
rhino horn trader in San'a -old
Esmond Bradley Martin that during
the 1970s he brought in more than
6,500 pounds of rhino horn annually:
in the 198Cs his business was reduced
to only about 2.6CC pounds per vear.
Meanwhile, wholesale prices ciimbed
from $45 per pound in 197C 10 about
$310 in 1978 to $68C in 1987. The
Yemeni currency has declined from
4.5 Yemen rivals per US. S1in 1980
to. 1 YR per U.S. §1 roday, making
the price increase even greater. A new
dagger made with rhino horn costs at
least $1.500: one with a water buffalo
hilt can be bought for as lintle as $1C.
On the positive side. some people
say the high cost of rhino horn means
that there 1s less overall demand. But

at the same time, the increasing ranity
of the horn and 1ts recognized dura-
bility make a rhino-horn dagger an
attractive investment for anvone with
plenty of monev. And if rhinos were
to become extinct, some people rea-
son, such a dagger would be priceless.
In addition, the profit realized by the
craftsman sclling a rhino-horn dagger
is 100 times that tor a water-butfalo
dagger. Thus the threat to the rhinoe-
eroses remains.

HE GOVERNMENT OF YEMEN
has acted in good faith by pass-
ing legislation to ban the imporr,
export, and use of rhino horn, but the
law is of little avail unless the people
themselves care about the rhinos’
plight. There is no natonal wildlife
conservation effort in Yemen todav.

Yemen at a Glance

Size: 75,290 square miles

Population: 9,274 173 accordmg to 1986 census B

Capreal.Sana

Yemen (tormally the Yemen Arab Republxc and somonmcs referred to o
as North Yemen) is located in the southwestern-comer-of the Arablan '
perunsula Itis bounded on the north and east by Saudi Arabna, onthe

wt:)cra(:x Wwas ovenhrown The official rehgxon 1sIslam, and most of the™ +
people belong to'the Zaydi and Shafei sects, The economy is agncultura]
~“and there is relativ ely little industry. megrauon is’common in Yemen;
during the mid-1970s, nearly a third of the Yemeni male labor force
worked abroad, primarily in neighboring oil-producing states, and sent
«. their wages back to their families. But in the early 1980s, a worldwide  _
recession brought Yemen to near economic collapse. Then, in 1984, oil
was discovered in the country and a pipeline was constructed to link the
oilfields with the Red Sea. Domestic oil production began in late 1987
and is anticipated to yield much needed govcmment revenues and jobs.
Still, Yemen 1s a poor country. [lliteracy is at least 50 percent for males
and almost 90 percent for fenales. Life expectancy at birth is only 43

i years for males and not quite 41 for females. - - )

Yemen has established a Department of Wildlife and Zoos under its

Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, but because of limited funds, itis
not yet operanonal Legislation for a national wildlife conservation '

¢ prooram was proposed several years ago but has not been actedon. |
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despite a few interested individuals in
government and in the umversities.
The reason for lack of action is not
difficult 1o understand. The country’s 9.3-
million plus people are the poorest on
the Arabian peninsula. Illiteracy s
high—nearly 9C percent for females
and 32 percent among males—and
health facilities are few and far be-
rween. Life expectancy at birth is only
43 vears for men and about 41 tor
females: the infant mortality rate is
one of the highest in the world. When
the people tace so many critical prob-
lems, it 1s no wonder conservation re-
ceives little attention.

During my study of the rhino-horn
problem. [ talked with people on both
sides of the issue. in and out of gov-
ernment. The inescapable conclusion
is that there is no simple solution for
making the demand for rhino horn
dls.lppear overnight. But there are
opportunities for reducing the long-
term demand and for inv ol\mg
Yemenis in the overall wildlife con-
servation process. For instance,
samples of other hilt matenals should
be provided to dagger makers. The
craftsmen [ talked to in the bazaar
were cager to experiment, particularly
if they could find something compet-
tive with the increasingly rare rhino
horn.

Currently the government is en-
gaged in a project to preserve the old
city of San'a and traditional market
crafts. The project director said he
would be very interested in any help
for the dagger craft. If no other natu-
ral materials could be found, a svn-
thetic compound with the qualities of
rhino horn might be considered. But
such action needs to be taken imme-
diately, before it is too late to save the
few black rhinos left in the wild.

Over the long run. the best way to
educate people about the threats to
rhinos is to interest them in their own
rare and endangered species. Govern-
ment officials were wary of talking
about rhino horn and justifiably de-
fensive about the negative publicity
Yemen has received on the issue. But
they were eager to talk about possible



projects to preserve their own natural
hertage.

Yemen 1s situated at a vital cross-
ing point between East Africa and the
Arabian desert. Much of the country
1s mountainous with inaccessible ter-
rair that used to be home to a vanery
o: zmimals. ¢speaally the ibex. Long
herore the coming of Islam in the sev-
enit centun. the ibex was a powertul
svmbo! in Yemen. Today, this saimi-
war-horned coat is extremely rare and
toupd onlv 1n 1solated areas. The same
holds true for the sleek Arabian ga-
zelie, an amimal of such beaurv and
grace that the Arabs named a genre of
poetry after it. Leopards and baboons,
comimon in the past, have largely dis-
appeared from the highlands of
Yemen since the introduction of rifles.
There 1s a wide spectrum of bird life,
although many species—such as the
Arabian bustard, the Yemen thrush,
the golden-winged grosbeak, and the
bald ibis—are rare.

The Yemenis are proud of their
land. and that pride can be stimulated
to promote a conservation cthic. But
Yemeni institutions need outside sup-
port and college graduates need schol-
arsfups to study abroad in conserva-
tion-related ficlds. Small-scale rescarch
projects on Yememn wildlife should be
funded. The University of San’a has
begun limited survevs of the countnv's
tauni and flora. but 1t does not have
the resources to pursue a full-fledged
conservanon program. There is a De-
partment of Wildlife and Zoos. in the
Minsstry of Agnculture, but it has
unaemstandably been given low prior-
v and is not vet operatonal. The
challenge 1s finding the night catalvst
so that the government and individu-
als will wan: to move: a negative cam-
pagn—"Do not litter"—will get no-
where with these individualistic
people.

This i1s where the media can play
an important role. Almost evervone in
the country. no matter how poor. has
azcess o radio and television. Docu-
menaries are common  on  the
countrv's onlv T\ stanon. The Mimis-
tn ot Agriculture has expressed an
nzerest in proaucing a documentan
on wildlife conservation for its weekls
television program. Perhaps a Yemen:
tilm crew could be sent to Kenva to

When there is a dispute between two
Yemeni men. they often bring it to a
tribal court. Each man must temporarily
surrender his jambiyya to the judge

as a pledge to abide by the court’s
decision and avoid bloodshed.

show conservation in action, especially
the efiorts under wav tor rhinos and
elephants.

The epitaph tor the rhinos should
not be wntten vet. but the threats o
their sunnal cannot be underesu-
mated. It we can make wm inroads
into the demand tor rhino horn. the
pressure on the wild populations will
lessen. Unfortunately, the proximity
ot Yemen to East Africa and the rela-

uve ease with which items can be
smuggled 1nto the country mean that
the illegal market will not disappear.
Tryving to find appropriate substitutes
tor rhino horn and focusing attention
on Yemen's own wildlife conservation
needs must go hand in hand. I hope
that it [ walk through the quaint ba-
zaar ot San'a 10 vears from now. the
strect of the dagger makers will smell
S SWeeT 4§ TOSes.

Daniel \anisco has spent eight years as
an mtemational development consid-
tan: v: the Middle East. He currenth
15 a Fulbright scholar, studying Arab
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