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Chapter Three

ATFRICA’S
BLACK RHINOCEROS

Photo: courtesy of Elisabeth Braun

We have little say in the eventual extinction of the
species, for in evolutionary time this 1s inevitable. ...
Rhino are primitive representatives of a line that 18
approaching the end of its evolutionary cycle. Man can,
however, reduce the destructive pressure from his own
kind so that the five remaining species of rhino can
become extinct in the natural cause of evolution many
years from now, rather than in the “geological second”
represented by our own brief appearance on earth.'



28 ¢ Portraits in Conservation: Eastern and Southern Africa

Like elephants, black rhinoceroses once roamed the entire sub-Saharan
continent. Their numbers were vast, somewhere between 750,000 and
| milhon.

Although the ruthless killing of rhino by non-Western traders and the
export of rhino horn and rhino products to the Middle and Far East had
been going on for centuries, the first great rhino slaughter began in the mid-
nineteenth century with the arrival of Western adventurers and explorers
on the continent. Vociferous international public relations campaigns have
had considerable success in debunking the myth of the rhino horn, but the
deeply ingrained belief in Asia in the horn’s curative and mythical powers is
hard to eradicate. The Chinese, for example, believe rhino-horn powder
has aphrodisiacal power, a view leading conservationists disavow. To satisfy
the Asian demand, the Asian rhinos became the poachers’ first target. Once
decimated, the African species, particularly the black rhino, followed.

Five rhino species remain alive in the world today: the white and black
rhino in Africa; and the Indian, Sumatran, and Javanese rhino in Asia. Black
rhino statistics in sub-Saharan Africa over the past quarter century tell a
compelling story of this ancient animal’s demise.* In 1970, there were 65,000
black rhinos in Africa and in 1980 their numbers had been reduced by 77
percent to 14,795. By 1984, a further reduction of 41 percent had taken
place, leaving about 8,800 animals alive. From 1984 to 1990, rhino numbers
again dwindled by 60 percent, with a total population of 3,500 remaining.

In 1980, the African countries with the largest black rhino populations
were Tanzania (3,795), the Central African Republic (3,000), Zambia (2,750),
Kenya (1,500), South Africa (630), Zimbabwe (400), and Namibia (300). By
1990, a devastating picture had emerged. Tanzania had lost 98 percent of its
rhino population, leaving less than 50; the Central African Republic and
Zambia each also lost 98 percent, reducing formerly healthy herds to insig-
nificance. A similar situation occurred in Kenya and Zimbabwe, which, over
one decade, lost 86 percent and 71 percent, respectively.

The only black rhino populations that increased from 1980 to 1990 were
in South Africa (63 to 640) and Namibia (300 to 450).

The sharpest declines occurred from 1980 to 1984 in the Central Afri-
can Republic (94 percent) and Kenya (63 percent), and from 1984 to 1986
in Kenya’s neighbors Tanzania (87 percent) and Zambia (88 percent), and
in Cameroon (45 percent), the Central African Republic’s neighbor.

Rhino poaching began where it was easiest to export rhino horn and
rhino products, i.e., in the coastal regions of East Africa (Kenya and Tanza-
nia) and in Central Africa (Central African Republic leading to Cameroon).
Known routes to Middle and Far Eastern destinations passed through the
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ports of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania and Mombasa in Kenya. As the poaching
trade moved south, new smuggling routes opened up, with Zambia and
Johannesburg as major transit points.

Following is a brief survey of the political and economic background in
countries that became focal points of rhino-horn poaching.

Tanzania, which had the largest black rhino population, became inde-
pendent in 1964 as a single-party republic and, over the following decade,
imbued the state with massive powers in an effort to establish African social-
ism. However, together with severe drought and economic mismanagement,
this centralization of power encouraged excessive corruption, smuggling,
and a flourishing black rhino—products market. Tanzania, under its presi-
dent Julius Nyerere, was spared the political upheavals that beset its African
neighbors, but suffered immense economic hardship. Such disarray encour-
aged rhino poaching since no controls were in place to provide protection
for rhinos.

Zambia was plagued by similar problems. Troubled by transgressions of
its neighbors Mozambique (1975), Angola (1975), and Zimbabwe (1980),
Zambia suffered economic misfortunes, and austerity measures imposed by
the International Monetary Fund brought the country close to collapse.
The inevitable corruption and misappropriation of funds left no resources
for the protection of valuable wildlife populations, including rhino. The
disarray encouraged poaching.

The Central African Republic under the corrupt and dictatorial regime
of Lieutenant Jean-Bédel Bokassa became a political and economic ruin in
the 1970s, and its neighbor to the west, Cameroon, has stumbled from one
political crisis to another due to the lack of genuine democratic govern-
ment. Rather than being protected, the rhino has been exploited in these
countries.

Tanzania, Zambia, the Central African Republic, and Cameroon are
single-party presidential republics and, more often than not, staging areas
for the single-minded pursuit of power and wealth by the few at the top at
the expense of the country at large. Although parks and nature reserves
were proclaimed and declarations to preserve fauna and flora made (Arusha
Declaration, 1958), the effective protection of the species lagged behind
pitifully.

Kenya has enjoyed a closer association with the West, which has had a
positive impact on wildlife conservation. However, until the formation of
the parastatal Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS), Kenya had done little to cur-
tail the corruption and mismanagement that have plagued other African

countries.
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After independence in 1963, Kenya’s economy expanded rapidly. How-
ever, the collapse of the East African Community in 1977, which was an im-
portant trading partner for Kenya, severely impacted Kenya's economy. Fail-
ure to diversity, the inevitable mismanagement and corruption at all levels
of government, and the need for massive infusion of international funds to
correct past ills and set the economy on a road to recovery prompted a
closer alliance with the West. Wildlife tourism became the most important
foreign-exchange earner for Kenya and eventually jump-started elephant
and rhino conservation efforts. Their reverberations are still being heard
around the world. In the case of the elephant it led to the CITES ivory ban
in 1989 and the burning of Kenya’s multimillion-dollar ivory stockpile, with
President Arap Moi setting the torch.

In contrast, South Africa and Namibia have been in the fortunate posi-
tion of having strong parks and wildlife-management departments that have
so far been able to thwart wildlife disasters of the magnitude experienced
farther north.

In fact, the success of the Natal Parks Board’s Operation Rhino project
in the Umfolozi Game Reserve in South Africa in the 1960s saved the white
rhino by translocating it to game reserves, parks, and zoos around the world.
This led in 1965 to the reclassification of the white rhino from the Category
A protection list of the IUCN “threatened with extinction” to the status of
"no longer endangered.” Today’s world population of 4,600 white rhinos is
descended from that original Umfolozi population.

It 1s commonplace to ascribe blame for the dramatic killing of thou-
sands and thousands of rhinos over the past twenty-five years to human greed
and callousness. Ultimately, however, the protection of an endangered spe-
cies 1s not only a matter of conviction, ethics, public outcries, and interna-
tional appeals but also of political commitment, the allocation of funds and
manpower, and appropriate management. None of these “but also” condi-
tions existed in African environments until very recently.

All roads to understanding the intricacies of the international rhino-
horn trade lead to Dr. Esmond Bradley Martin in Nairobi. “A superb investi-
gative geographer,” in the words of his wife and collaborator, Chrissee Perry
Martin, he has used his international connections and appointments to con-
tinuously gather information on and intercept the devious ways of the rhino-
horn trade in the Middle and Far East. Dr. Martin appreciates public pres-
sure and grass-roots campaigns, but “commitment at the top of government,”
he believes, 1s essential. “One person can turn the sytem around, but one
can also wreck it.” As examples of the former, he cites Indian and Nepalese
top-level interventions that in fact stopped illegal rhino-horn trade, and of
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the latter, the miserable excesses of the Bokassa goverment in the Central
African Republic in the 1960s and 1970s.

Asked if he believes that the rhino-horn trade will ever disappear totally,
Dr. Martin suggests that “the issue is not whether the trade will disappear
but whether the rhino populations will recover.”

Ulumately, the black rhino’s survival has fallen prey to the powerfully
persuasive forces of economic reckoning: In one decade, the price for Afri-
can rhino horn increased twenty times from US $30 per kilo to US $600 per
kilo. The price of the even more valued Asian rhino horn rose from US
$2,000 per kilo in 1972 to US $20,000 per kilo in 1980. Although the African
hired hands receive a minute percentage of the immense profits derived
from poaching, it is more than they would ever earn with regular work. Eth-
ics and aesthetics or international agreements have little power of persua-
sion if there is hardly any money for food and necessities.

Although trade in rhino-horn products has been banned by CITES, the
continued illegal use by many Asian countries poses an enormous threat to the
world’s few remaining rhinos. But Dr. Martin is quick to point out that not all
attempts at curbing the traditional use of rhino horn have failed. “Irue enough,
in the black spots such as Yemen, Taiwan, China, and South Korea, but we
must not forget the domestic markets that have been closed: Japan, Hong Kong,
peninsular Malaysia, Indonesia, Nepal, India, Brunei, and the Philippines.”

The knowledge, information, and skill to manage the comeback of the
black rhino on the African subcontinent is resident mostly in Kenya and
southern Africa. In order to stop the decimation of the remaining rhino
populations, Kenya began creating rhino sanctuaries in 1984 to both pro-
tect rhinos through fencing, alarms, antipoaching surveillance, and moni-
toring and to build up their numbers as quickly as possible through breed-
ing. Sanctuaries are considered interim solutions, however, with complete
success coming when sanctuary-bred rhinos have been restocked in former
rhino territories such as Tsavo National Park.

About 500 black rhinos remain in Kenya (1991). Most of them are lo-
cated in eleven well-protected areas on private and public lands, such as
Nairobi National Park (57 rhinos), outside Kenya’s capital, and the Solio
Game Reserve in northern Kenya (58 rhinos). An ecological carrying ca-
pacity (ECC) formula helps determine optimal environmental conditions
for rhino breeding and management. Although drought and other man-
made phenomena may play havoc with ECC for any one year, it has been
estimated that given normal environmental conditions, Kenya’s total ECC
for rhinos in sanctuaries is about 680 animals. With a nucleus of 295 breed-
ing rhinos, this capacity could be reached in Kenya within a decade.”
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The cost for the black rhino’s rescue, however, is immense, and it has
been difficult to assign a realistic economic value to this critically endan-
gered species. The Natal Parks Board in South Africa attempted to do so in
1990 when it auctioned a founder population of five black rhinos to the
94,400-hectare Lapalala Wilderness owned by renowed conservationist Clive
Walker. Endorsing recent views that controlled breeding in small reserves
represents a viable means for the survival of the species, the sale price for
the two bulls and three cows was R 2.2 million.

Zimbabwe’s commercial approach to conservation also focuses on the
need to stabilize the country’s dwindling rhino population of about 400,
which are scattered in the vast region of the Zambezi Valley bordering Zambia.

Vilified by the international conservation community, Zimbabwe feels
that the legal sale of its thino-horn stockpile could go a long way toward
financing patrols, equipment, and monitoring. The Department of National
Parks and Wildlife Management (DNPWLM), which is responsible for rhino
projects, is a poorly funded government institution, and, unlike the parastatal
KWS, in no position to accept international donor funding for rhino projects.

Not that Zimbabwe would want to do so anyway. Assuming eventual do-
nor fatigue, Zimbabwe takes a cautious view of sanctuaries and a long-term
view of a conservation ethic where the rhino will assume its place in the
larger conservation framework. “It is a risky thing to break away from the
conventional mold,” Raoul du Toit of the DNPWLM suggests, “but we think
that by looking long term and toward private and communal conservancies,
we will serve wildlife and endangered species better than through
sanctuaries.”

To provide an immediate stop to rhino poaching, Zimbabwe followed
Namibia’'s example and began dehorning all black rhinos in 1992. So far
the operation has been successful. But the cost of dehorning one rhino 1s
US $3,000. And the rhino horn will grow back at nine centimeters per year,
possibly necessitating further dehorning.

Save the Rhino Trust (SRT), under the dedicated leadership of Blythe
Loutit and her team in Namibia; Anna Merz at the Ngare Sergoil Rhino
Sanctuary in Lewa Downs in Kenya: and Michael Werikhe, the "Rhino Man”™
from Kenya, are but three of the many individuals and groups who have
made it their objective to help save the black rhino from extinction.



Chapter Four

BrLyTHE LouTIiT

Save the Rhino Trust

Namibia

= —

To the children of Khorixas

The logo of Save the Rhino lrust (SRT) was taken from a rhino rock
engraving at Twyfelfontein, etched on a great slab of sandstone in the north-
western part of Namibia. Directly below the rhino engraving is that of a
human footprint, alluding to the precarious relationship humankind and
the rhino have had with each other over time.

This is harsh desert country, and the black rhinos ot Namibia (diceros
bicornis bicornis) are well adapted to desertlike conditions. Their population
in this vast and empty space is small—perhaps 115—and scattered, and
Namibia’s wildlife officials, the nongovernmental advocacy group SRT, and
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other concerned individuals and organizations have done their utmost for
over a decade to secure the continued existence of these ancient animals.
While both public and private sources would attribute the success of their
work to the often-backbreaking teamwork among rhino advocates and
Damara people from many walks of life, it is generally agreed that Blythe
Loutit, the director of fieldwork of SRT, has made the uncompromising pro-
tection of the desert rhinos her special cause.

The Allure of the Desert

Blythe Loutit came to conservation and rhino advocacy through the
circuitous route of avocation and marriage. Born in South Africa in 1940,
she spent her early years on her parents’ farm in Natal. The farm still had
wildlife, and she loved to be with her horses, which she rode expertly and
with abandon. The youngest of four children, she also spent much time

with her mother, a landscape designer who, after three children, had tired
of finding baby-sitters for her

fourth child and therefore
took Blythe with her on her
many travels. It is through her
mother that Blythe learned to
appreciate and paint the rich
flora of southern Africa. "It
was a lovely, lovely child-
hood,” Blythe muses.

Not particularly enam-
ored with regular schoolwork
and burdened with the youth-
ful indecision of choosing an
occupation, Blythe eventually
began to study botanical art
at the Botanical Institute 1n
South Africa. Thus she devel-
oped a skill which gave her
professional direction later
when she—and her husband
Rudi—decided to settle in
South-West Africa. Blythe and
Blythe Loutit Rudi had met at the Wilder-
ness Leadership School in
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Natal and, searching for a place to settle, had gone off on an exploratory
trip to Angola in 1973. Two things happened on the way back: they got
married, and their dream of settling in Angola was shattered by that nation’s
civil war, which made it a most unsuitable place to put down roots. South-
West Africa, which had been on their way, was the next most inviting place.
It had the allure of wide-open spaces and it had a desert, something Blythe
had fancied living in since childhood. “I don’t really know why,” she recalls,
“but I always had pictures of deserts on the walls of my room on the farm.”

Reflecting on whether there was a particular incident that gave her la-
tent interest in conservation a push at an early age, she recalls her parents’
desire to establish their farm as a wildlife sanctuary in the late 1940s and
early 1950s. And some years later, during a visit to a game park, her artistic
imagination was fired by the mysterious glowing eyes of wild creatures caught
in the glare of the car’s headlights. “Then and there I decided that I wanted
to get a job in conservation,” she recalls, and in 1967 she joined the Natal
Parks Board as an illustrator.

In 1974 the Loutits settled in Windhoek, then the administrative capital
of South-West Africa. While Rudi pursued his professional career as a quali-
fied accountant, Blythe worked as a freelance illustrator for the Windhoek
State Herbarium. Becoming increasingly disenchanted with his profession,
Rudi switched careers in 1976 and joined the Directorate of Nature Conser-
vation, moving with Blythe to Etosha National Park. Two years later, in 1978,
they transferred to the Skeleton Coast, and the first inklings of Blythe’s later
all-consuming involvement with black rhino conservation were aroused.

Problems on the Skeleton Coast

The Kaokoveld, comprised of Kaokoland and Damaraland and wedged
between the Skeleton Coast and Etosha National Park, was deproclaimed as
a game reserve in 1970 as a result of the Odendaal Report, which aimed at
creating South Africa—style homelands in that area. But in addition to mak-
ing room for homelands, the deproclamation also opened up the area for
hunting and poaching and thus to massive devastation of native wildlife,
including elephant and rhino.

Government sources put the current number of black rhinos in Namibia
at 490 (1993). This represents 97 percent of diceros bicornis bicornis in the
southern African region. Of these, 346 are in Etosha National Park; 114 are
on communal state land in Damaraland and Kaokoland (now called the
Kunene Province); and the rest are distributed throughout other Namibian
game reserves, parks, and private ranches. In 1970, before the
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deproclamation, Damaraland alone was home to 250 rhinos. However, “there
is always margin for error in a rhino count,” Blythe suggests. “When there
have been rains we find many foorprints; but in times of drought, the foot-
prints become less and less prominent and the rhinos move into the hills
and we don’t find them that easily. Then we worry even more that some-
thing could have happened to them. That’s why we have tried not to publi-
cize their numbers.”

When the Loutits came to the Skeleton Coast, there was general aware-
ness of the slaughter of rhinos and elephants in the area, and conservation
tempers were rising. But it appears to have taken Blythe Loutit and a few
kindred spirits “to do something about it” and to bring the flexible energy
of the private advocate to the endangered rhino’s cause. “At every water
hole there were carcasses riddled with bullets from automatic weapons,”
Blythe recalls. Initially her most enraged kindred spirits were her husband
Rudi, the government’s nature conservator in the area, and the late Ina
Britz, wife of geologist Colin Britz, who worked for the Consolidated Dia-
mond Mines which is still a powerful economic presence in Namibia today.

Together they enlisted the help and goodwill of others and founded the
Namibia Wildlife Trust in order to help stop the wanton poaching. It was
very much a collaborative effort among governmental and nongovernmen-
tal sources, the media, people like SRT’s Sharon Montgomery, and geologi-
cal personnel. It also was very much an ad hoc effort. Ina lobbied the local
government authorities, and Blythe went to Cape Town and with the help of
newspaper editor Tony Heard and journalist Margaret Jacobsohn presented
a formal complaint to the South African Parliament regarding the slaughter
of elephants and rhino. With her husband’s total support, Blythe also began
extensive fieldwork and research into the feeding habits of the desert-dwell-
ing black rhinos and later copublished the results in a professional journal.

“Lots of times the Skeleton Coast staff got into trouble for helping,”
Blythe recalls,

because there was no specific brief for rhino conservation or
spending funds on such an activity. We also could have never
done it without the tremendous support of the authorities of
the Damara representative government at the time, such as
Chief Justice Garoeb and the late Simon Gobs. There was no
wildlife section in the Damara representative government per
se; all was organized under the Department of Agriculture,
even tourism. There was no clear structure. We were all part
of a team. Our group’s specific aim was to patrol and monitor
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the area; Garth Owen-Smith’s work was to involve local people
as auxiliary game guards; and the Department of Nature Con-
servation had law-enforcement powers. We all worked to-
gether. We still do, although we have our differences, but we

have all come to realize that in this vast, empty space we all
need each other.

Although SRT has enjoyed the support of the highest government
echelons, the question offers itself as to why nongovernmental organiza-
tions such as the SRT have taken the public lead in rhino conservation when
the Ministry of Wildlife has the ultimate authority over the country’s wildlife?

Blythe thinks one reason is because the Ministry is mired down by a
bureaucratic structure that does not promote flexible decision making and
by a budget so small that most of their vehicles cannot be repaired. “I'he
protection of the rhino is dependent on trackers, and the Ministry of Wild-
life does not have positions for trackers. A minimum requirement for join-
ing the ministry staff is a high-school (standard eight) education and knowl-
edge of English and Afrikaans.” Most people who have those qualifications
don’t want to be trackers. “NGOs are much more flexible. We can respond
to a situation immediately and make decisions on the spot. But there is no
easy solution to this problem.”

In 1984 SRT, under the auspices of the Wildlife Society, began the awe-
some job of raising funds and soliciting support. “Support came slowly but
from every conceivable area. In the beginning our biggest fund-raisers were
the schoolchildren. We distributed thousands of ‘rhino friend’ patches to
schools, and the children then sold them for R 2 apiece. I traveled all over
southern Africa, and it was interesting to see that the most dedicated sup-
port came from poor schoolchildren. It was almost as if they could identify
with the rhino. We raised R 160,000, and the money for our first sturdy
vehicles was raised by schoolchildren in Natal.” Since Namibia’s indepen-
dence, fundraising has expanded beyond Africa, and nearly all major inter-
national conservation organizations have become involved in one form or
another. And, almost like angels from heaven, anonymous donors have on

occasion appeared with sizable donations to keep SRT going.”

The Unsung Heroes of Rhino Conservation

The great unsung heroes of rhino conservation, Blythe feels, are the
local trackers. Intensely dedicated and familiar with the area and terrain,
and with an inborn ability to spot hardly visible human footprints and animal
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tracks, these men of the veld render an invaluable service to rhino conserva-
tion. They must be infinitely patient in the pursuit of their task—Blythe
cringes at the thought of patrol teams rushing and not taking time to search
an area thoroughly—and they must be prepared to stay out for weeks at a
time, far from family and friends, self-sufficient and alert. “Most of them,”
Blythe suggests, “are quite happy with their work and don’t mind being out
for a long time. Many of them come from the small town of Khorixas, which
is located at the eastern edge of the rhino territory, where the unemploy-
ment rate is 86 percent. They really don’t want to get into drugs and drink-
ing, which is common there. They are happy to be employed.” How do they
get paid? “They can choose to receive their wages in rations or in cash,”
Blythe explains. “Most choose rations with a small cash allowance; it’s easier
to feed their families this way.” The World Food Programme (WFP) assists
with basic rations.

The life of a tracker, like that of a cowboy in America’s Wild West, en-
genders a certain feeling of romanticism and daredevilry. “T'hat’s our inter-
pretation,” Blythe suggests. “The trackers are deeply into their work. They
sit around the fire in the evening and talk about their day. Their lives center
around their being trackers and working as a team.”

Often many man-days and endless miles away from SRT headquarters
in Khorixas, their work has been immensely facilitated recently by the dona-
tion of a two-way communication system that enables direct contact among
the men in the field and with SRT in Khorixas. “It’s almost too wondertful to
be true,” Blythe says thankfully. “Our trackers are no longer out on a himb,
and we needn’t worry any longer about their well-being in the bush. The
days of walking two hundred kilometers to report a poacher or an incident
are finally over.”

Questions to Be Answered

In 1989, when five rhino and eleven elephants were poached and not
enough manpower and funds were available to stem the crisis, a consensus
was reached to dehorn rhino in defense. This was a first in the annals of
rhino conservation and has engendered much debate and controversy. “The
first rhino dehorned was a female named Tammy,” Blythe remembers. “She
was tranquilized, her horn sawed off with a wood saw, and since they did not
wish to injure the rhino, they used horseshoe clippers to chip away the last
pieces of horn. I can still remember the smell of the hot horn falling off.”
Dehorning seems to have stopped the poaching in that area, but the contro-
versy over its long-term effects, which appear minimal at this time, will not
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be known for years to come. “You have to be around for ten years or so to
determine whether it really and truly has an effect on the rhino’s life, and so
much depends on climatic changes in the desert.”

International efforts to eliminate the rhino-horn trade are well docu-
mented, but ever more innovative smuggling methods and routes are de-
vised. Namibia continues to be a passageway for rhino-horn exports to the
Far East, particularly the port of Walfish Bay on the Atlantic Coast. "I'hey
found rhino horn packed in frozen fish,” Blythe says. Khorixas 1s a smug-
gling depot for rhino horn as well. “It’s an easy way from Khorixas to the
coast and Swakopmund and Walfish Bay if you don’t want to stay on the
main roads.” Other than poaching, smuggling of rhino horn in general and
through Khorixas in particular is SRT’s greatest worry, since it takes place in
SRT’s own backyard.

SRT shares the view that local communities must benefit in some form
from wildlife if it is to be conserved. Supporting the principle of sustainable
utilization as contained in the Namibian Constitution, Blythe chooses to
emphasize its nonconsumptive application in the form of tourism-gener-
ated revenue shared with local communities. Blythe thinks that at some fu-
ture time it might even be possible to consider farming rhinos. Although
rhino farming is not to her conservation tastes, she is pragmatic enough to
suggest that “if it saves the rhinos, one mightlook atit.” And she says so, fully
aware of the vehement opposition of her Asian colleagues who have the
most difficult time keeping the dwindling numbers of the Asian rhino spe-
cies alive. “I am convinced,” she continues, “that if we sat down one more
time and really talked this through from all perspectives, we could find a
solution.” It does not appear likely soon.

Blythe Loutit, the activist, has been in the forefront of rhino advocacy
for over a decade. She has received two awards for SRT’s unrelenting work
on behalf of black rhinos: the Peter Scott Merit Award (IUCN) i 1938,
which was given jointly to Blythe and Rudi; and the Operation Survival Award
(1991), which was particularly meaningful to Blythe Loutit, the artist, since it
combined art and conservation.

It has been a long road for Blythe Loutit, Save the Rhino Trust, and
their many collaborators. Would she do itagain? “Yes, definitely. There were
days, particularly early on, when I asked myself: Are you mad? But I have
enjoyed the full support of my husband, and the fact that we totally respect
each other and each other’s work is very important to me. I don’t believe in
destiny, but I have always had the feeling that there is some kind of a line
that tows one along to some destination.”



Chapter Frve

ANNA MERZ

The Ngare Sergo1 Sanctuary

Kenya

To Hanz Dyer

“I have always been a dreamer of dreams but am not a very practical
person,” Anna Merz says of herself. Like Ann van Dyk in South Africa or
Laurie Marker-Kraus in Namibia, Anna is convinced that one cannot be-
come a true advocate for saving an endangered species unless one has shared
time, joy, and sorrow with it. None of the three women is a sentimentalist or
picture-book romantic.

Anna Merz is an English lady in her early sixties who was raised during
the devastating years of World War II. As an only child of rather elderly
parents, she sought the companionship of animals, the solace of the coun-
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Anna Merz touches a gentle rhino.

tryside, and the devotion of her nanny, Ricky, to whom she would later dedi-
cate her first book about rhinos. “School,” Anna says, “was a misery and
disaster for me, as no doubt I was for my teachers.” Promised a year of
freedom by her father before studying and reading for the bar, Anna chose
to go to India but, in light of her parents’ horror at such an idea, compro-
mised and chose Ceylon instead. Thus began an adventurous life that, after
driving a Land-Rover to Pakistan for an archeological expedition and sutter-
ing immense regrets that she could not drive solo around the world in an
Austin Gypsy, would bring her eventually to Africa, first to Ghana and eigh-
teen years later to Kenya.

She was a young bride in Ghana when she wakened to the wanton destruc-
tion of forests and animals: “All this just to make veneer plywood without which
people can live perfectly well,” and to acquire “bushmeat.” Anna is not one to
mince her words. “What goes by the name of hunting would better be de-
scribed as unbridled rape in total disregard for the future welfare of succeed-
ing generations ... and to gain cash which is mainly invested in drink and
brings little benefit to the hunters’ family or to the communities as a whole.™

Soon her African household would become home to a menagerie of
wounded and abandoned animals. She acquired the knowledge necessary
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for raising baby wild animals from people at the local Kumasi Zoo. il felt
that my degrees and qualifications were somewhat irrelevant under the cir-
cumstances.” Her dedication to animals and her anger at their vicious mal-
treatment deepened palpably. “I could cope with death and even suffering
in the natural order of things, but the suffering I saw inflicted on animals by
human beings distressed me deeply.” Her volunteer work on behalf of wild
animals led to her appointment as honorary warden for the Ghana Game
Department, in which post she served for over a decade until she and her
second husband left Ghana to retire in Kenya in 1976.

Fortress Rhino

Anna credits Dr. Esmond Bradley Martin for Anna’s involvement with
rhinos. After learning about the rhino-horn trade from Dr. Martin, Anna
resolved that “surely somehow, somewhere I could do something to help the
black rhinos of Kenya.”™ With the active support of her husband, she de-
cided to create a black rhino sanctuary and in 1982 met David and Delia
Craig, owners of Lewa Downs Ranch, who would be receptive to her sanctu-
ary idea. “Slowly I began to realize that Lewa Downs could both become my
home and the place where I might at last realize my dream of helping a
species that was in danger of extinction.™ '

[nitially the Craigs reserved 5,000 acres of Lewa Downs land—which by
1993 had been extended to a full 61,000 acres including the Ngare Sergoi
Forest Reserve to the south—around which was built 68 kilometers of 2.5-
meters-high near-poacher-proof fencing that carried 5,000 volts of electric-
ity. Fortress Rhino. It was a massive project which all involved survived be-
cause “we had no preconceived notions about rhinos and rhino manage-
ment and were thus able to adapt to whatever was required quickly.™

The first rhino, Godot, aptly named because they had waited so long tor
him to arrive, came to Lewa Downs in 1984, to be followed by a host of
others with such resonating names as Shaba, Morani, Womba, Solia, Zaria,
Rongai, and Amboni. However, Anna'’s favorite became Samia, daughter of
Solia, who was born on February 15, 1985, and was deserted by her mother
because she had no milk. Anna hand-raised Samia over three and a half
long years with endless bottles of various rhino formulas. It was a labor of
love, and to watch Anna’s interaction with Samia, who is now eight years old,
on an evening walk together with the dogs is to realize that, anthropomor-
phic or not, there can exist a singular relationship of trust and comfort be-
tween, in this case, woman and beast. On Samia’s first birthday, Anna made
the following entry into Samia’s diary: “Now I know that when she breathes
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heavily she 1s not out of breath but is telling me something, although I can-
not understand.™ Although various animals have held a special place in
Anna’s life—Heavenly Horace, the Akun eagle owl; Berta, the chimpanzee;
and Sambo, her dog for eighteen years—Samia would remain her favorite.

As Samia became weaned and Anna could delight in having hand-raised
a rejected baby black rhino from birth, she also needed to take her husband
of many years to a nursing home in Europe for special care atter a debilitat-
ing stroke. He died there in 1992.

Ngare Sergoi sanctuary was established not for scientific purposes, but
to provide a safe environment where endangered wildlife species could re-
produce undisturbed by poachers and, eventually, help restock Kenya’s parks
and reserves.

The financial support of a sanctuary is an awsome obligation. When
Annareceived the United Nations Environment Program’s Global 500 Award
in 1990 for her personal efforts to save the rhino, her citation noted that
“she had invested her entire savings, time, and energy into the project.” And
she continues to do so. However, with an annual carrying cost of US $200,000,
Ngare Sergoi has stretched her personal resources to their limit. A trust in
the United States and in the United Kingdom helps defray the cost of the
sanctuary. She thinks that the debt-ridden countries of Africa cannot possi-
bly finance sanctuaries for endangered species. “When people are dying of
starvation, you cannot expect governments to earmark funds for wildlife.”
Help, she believes, must come from the private sector and first-world coun-
tries. “It takes just one big corporation and it is so little money compared to
what money is spent on today. The price of one jet fighter could save all five

rhino species.”

A Wholly Deplorable Crime

Anna is enraged that the black rhino should disappear because of hu-
man greed. The special target of her rage is Taiwan. “With Asian horn fetch-
ing up to US $52,000 per kilo, Taiwan uses it as bullion to back its national
currency, and they are banking on the animal to become extinct. No third-
world country, whether in Asia or in Africa, can keep an animal safe with a
price tag like that at the end of its nose. Only America can put consumer
pressure on Taiwan. In 1990 Taiwan exported goods worth US $23.3 billion
to the United States as against US $12.2 billion to the whole of Europe. If
American consumers exert enough pressure on their government to raise
the issue with Taiwan, there is a chance. It is only consumer pressure that
will work.” And, as Dr. Bradley Martin suggests, “commitment at the top.”
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Although Anna has made the Kenyan black rhino her cause, she is keenly
aware that she is not part of the Kenyan conservation establishment. "l am a
stranger in a strange country. I don’t belong here. I came here when I was
already old and my husband and I wanted to retire. I have difficulty speak-
ing Swabhili, the local language, and I am an iconoclast. 1 have to force my-
self to be outgoing.” She is also a fighter and unlikely to abandon her cause.
“The more difficult the situation gets, the more determined I am.” Anna, it
seems, has not mellowed since her adventurous escapades of earlier years.

Anna takes issue with Daryl Balfour’s sentiments, that “the rhino are
primitive representatives of a line that is approaching the end of its evolu-
tionary cycle.” Totally passionate about creating conditions for the survival
of the black rhino, Anna feels that such a theory “is one of the main reasons
that the rhino has such a bad image. Of course,” she continues, “extinction
is inevitable in the long run, but some species have incredible time spans.
The shark is pre-Devonian, the turtle is nearly as old. Rhinos and elephants
evolved about fifty to sixty million years ago and are superbly adapted to
exist in a wide variety of habitats and a wide range of altitudes and climates.
We, the human species, are the only reason why they are in trouble. Our
unlimited skill in killing is the one thing they cannot adapt to. How many
millions of years will homo sapiens survive?” she asks, and her response 1s
quick: “I wouldn’t mind betting that we have one of the shortest life spans.”
And human beings, she feels emphatically, do not have the right to arbi-
trarily and deliberately shorten another species’ life span.

I believe that all species of life that have evolved on earth
have a right to continue to evolve. I believe that we humans,
in the position of power that we have attained over all other
species, have the absolute duty to see that they survive. I also
believe that we should think a very great deal less about our
much-vaunted rights, and a very great deal more about our
hardly-ever-mentioned duties. Social and moral progress must
be seen as more important than the accumulation of mate-
rial possessions. Why do we measure ourselves by what we
possess rather than by what we are? Our survival depends on
the survival of the natural world. And already the divorce in
our thinking has gone so far that we think of “us” and "it.” We
have to think of life as one interacting chain. Was it not Donne
who said that all humanity is diminished by the death of a
single person? How much more is it diminished by the loss of
a whole species?
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Anna’s hopes for the immediate future are simple. “At the moment we
must develop, temporarily I hope, an ‘ark concept’ of conservation. These
scattered arks—national parks, reserves, and private sanctuaries—will safe-
guard species from being pushed into the abyss of extinction. The rhino’s
passing would not upset the balance of life on earth, but it would deprive
the world of a magnificent and intelligent animal. Its passing would be for
no good reason, for it is not dangerous to man nor does it compete with
him. It 1s being exterminated simply out of greed, and this is a wholly de-
plorable crime.

And Anna Merz will not stand for 1it.



Chapter Six

MicHAEL WERIKHE
Walking for Rhinos

Kenya

To my daughters, Acacia and Kora

The name of Michael Werikhe brings smiles to people’s faces. He 1s the
man who by walking thousands and thousands of miles across Africa, Eu-
rope, and America has raised public awareness as well as US $1.5 million
for conservation and the survival of the black rhino. He has become known
as the “Rhino Man” throughout the world and is proof that one individual
can make an immense difference in the whirl of conservation causes clam-
oring for public support.

Although only in his late thirties, Michael conveys the impression of a
man much more ancient than his actual years. He seems to carry the wisdom
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Michael Werikhe walks with a young rhinoceros.

of unknown generations of ancestors, a wisdom rooted in nature rather than
in acquired knowledge. Michael Werikhe, the inner, private man, determines
the actions of Michael Werikhe, the outer, public man. The one is shy and
introverted, the other amiable and friendly; the two of them know each
other very well.

He is a child of the seashore, born in Mombasa on the Indian Ocean.
The mangrove swamps around Mombasa with their richness of animal life
were his first playground. He was one of twelve children in a matriarchal
household. He was raised by his grandmother, and his parents were his friends
who supported their child’s love of nature.

Although now dispersed—two brothers and a sister live in England—the
whole family has remained close and follows Michael’s public forays with pride.
Werikhe is 2 name he carries with distinction. “When a woman has lost several
children, the one that survives is given that name,” Michael explains. “My grand-
father was the person who survived. I am very proud of this name.”

Michael’s upbringing was simple but emotionally whole, and his educa-
tion rudimentary. Life’s experiences, respect for his elders and nature, and
an inner discipline that has remained with him to this day were his real
teachers. “I am a very disciplined man,” Michael suggests. "I have always
been a great lover of nature, and I have always wanted to make others un-

derstand how important nature is.”
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Michael’s first job was in the ivory room of his country’s wildlife and
conservation department in Mombasa in the 1970s, weighing elephant tusks
and rhino horn. It planted the seed for his later involvement with rhino
conservation and his resolve to make whatever small contribution he could
to their survival. “If you hold a rhino horn, you know very well how the
rhino died,” Michael says. “You visualize it. It must have been very painful.
And there is really no proper reason why we should have this horn.” In 1977
the Kenyan government outlawed the auction of ivory and rhino horn, but
the trade continued illegally.

His next employer in Mombasa, Associated Vehicle Assemblers (AVA),
whom he joined in 1978 as an assembler and where he is now the estate
superintendent, fostered Michael’s burgeoning concern for conservation.
Michael tells the story:

Behind the factory, toward the water, where people lived, the
soil was eroding very badly and the villagers were cutting down
the trees for wood. When I talked to my employer about this
he gave me the task to see whether I could find a way to stop
the erosion. I talked with the villagers. I built a very close rela-
tionship with them and together we worked toward reclaim-
ing the land. We planted trees and natural vegetation. Today
the whole area is under cover. But the villagers still can have
the wood they need.

Michael credits this practical experience for launching his advocacy for
conservation. “AVA gave me a task, I lived up to the solution, they supported
me.” And they have ever since.

This early experience also highlighted what Michael considers one of
his strongest personality traits: “I never leave a job unfinished, even if it
takes longer than a lifetime.” After a long pause he adds thoughttully: "1
believe in finishing what I have set my mind to.”

He set his mind to his first walk in 1981 and with a handmade poster
tried to enlist the support of the East African Wildlife Society, which was
eventually extended. Today Michael is honorary vice-chairman of the society.

But the credit for the first funds raised for the black rhino goes to an
unlikely source. When the New Zealand HMS Waikato was at anchor in
Mombasa, Captain David Wood invited Michael and the Friends of Fort Jesus
to attend a traditional Maori dance to be staged at the fort by members of
his crew. The event must have been a success because the sum of Ksh 3,000
was raised.
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The actual walking did not come until 1983. His first walk was from
Mombasa to Nairobi, mostly alone but for the company of one of his favor-
ite snakes. Michael is an accomplished amateur herpetologist. “I always loved
unusual animals, and I took my snake with me because people would ask
about her and then I would have an opportunity to talk about rhinos as well.
Sometimes I would also walk for days without meeting another human be-
ing.” It took Michael twenty-one days to cover the 500-kilometer distance.

In 1985 Michael walked 2,090 kilometers from Kampala, Uganda, to
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, and on to his hometown of Mombasa. Word about
Michael’s walks spread, and African and international conservation organi-
zations began to provide sponsorship and walking companions. Each suc-
cessive walk received more media attention, and eventually the Rhino Walk
Commmittee, under the auspices of Wildlife Conservation International
(WCI) and with the organizational skill of Helen Gichohi, was formed in
Nairobi.

In 1988 Michael took his campaign to Europe, setting out from Assisi,
[taly, in honor of Saint Francis, the patron saint of animals. In 135 days he
crossed the Alps and the borders of Switzerland, Germany, the Netherlands,
and the United Kingdom. He walked nearly 3,000 kilometers. In 1991 Michael
brought his cause to the United States, walking through thirty cities for rhino
conservancy.

Each walk has special memories. At one point on the long walk through
East Africa in 1985, his future wife, Helen, whose acquaintance he had made
five years earlier, joined up with him. He proposed on the spot although he
still had 1,500 kilometers to go. His plans “to be alone, to take care of my-
self, and do my own thing” were put to rest. Today Michael values his family,
which now includes two young daughters, above all else. Vivacious kids, the
five-year old Acacia is named after one of Africa’s most famous trees—"they
give food and shelter to so many animals”—and three-year old Kora is named
after the reserve in northern Kenya where George Adamson and his lions
lived.

Helen is the anchor of the family’s daily life, and Acacia has some un-
derstanding of her father’s involvement with conservation. When Michael’s
much-revered father died during Michael’s thirty-city U.S. tour, his family
decided that Michael should continue with his walk instead of returning
for the funeral. Acacia offered to be with him by “walking to America.”
Geographical realities, among other things, prevented the granting of
her wish.

Uganda holds another pivotal memory for Michael. [t again concerns
his snake and his conviction that ultimately people at the grass-roots level
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will make the difference in conservation. Walking across Uganda at a time
of war and unrest, past roadblocks and in full sight of AK-47 rifles, this soli-
tary man with a backpack did not always elicit a positive response from the
soldiers. But the country people were wonderful, sharing their food with
Michael and his snake. “That really touched my heart.” Eventually though,
Michael would lose his much-loved snake by accident. She went exploring
away from the backpack and Michael and into the hands of a frightened
villager. Severely hurt, the snake held on under Michael’s care as best she
could, but her death at the end of Michael’s walk touched him deeply. The
snake and Michael shared that special relationship of trust and understand-
ing that is possible between human being and animal. “I did not want to lose
her,” he says softly.

Exposed to the elements with only a backpack, meeting people who did
not know or understand his reasons for walking, often endangered by the
vicissitudes of being alone on the road, Michael does not allow his mind to
lie idle while on a walk. “I think about the world around me and of myself as
a very tiny part of the world. I think about ways and means to solve prob-
lems. If my mind is occupied I don’t get bored and don’t suffer so much
from stress.” Or from the pain in his knees, which frequently rebel from the
constant pounding. “When my knees ache I always talk to them and assure
them that all will be fine. When you are tired and talk to what pains you, 1
believe it tends to reduce some of the pain.”

Although his black rhino advocacy and other conservation concerns
have made him a highly visible person, Michael is aware that he may have
enemies. “There must be someone in the Far East who would like to see me
dead because I am against poaching and using rhino horn. I am not afraid
for myself, but I must make sure that my family is safe.” Not coincidentally,
one passes through a set of locked gates before entering the Werikhe apart-
ment in Mombasa.

Michael has received numerous awards, but the recognition and media
exposure have not turned his head. “To my family I am still the same
Michael.” He feels honored but thinks that “if you make yourself believe
you are a personality, once the show is over, you can fall deeply.” Indeed, he
considers his greatest achievement to be of a personal kind. “Part of my
personality is extremely shy. I am basically a solitary man, like the rhino.
But I have managed to overcome my shyness as a result of talking to people
about conservation.”

For the record, it should be mentioned that in 1989 he received the
United Nations Environmental Program’s Global 500 Award. In 1990 he
was awarded a Goldman Environmental Prize for his walks in aid of the
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black rhino. Further recognitions in Kenya, America, and Europe followed
his 1991 U.S. walk. Throughout his campaigns, Michael’s message has re-
mained the same. It echoes that of fellow Kenyan conservationist and Glo-
bal 500 honoree Perez Olindo. The former director of Kenya’s Wildlife Con-
servation and Management Department, Olindo feels that “the average citi-
zen 1s the key to the country’s ecological future.” In Michael's own words:
“Grass-roots support is the most effective solution to environmental prob-
lems. You get positive results when you involve people early, when you work
with them instead of against them.”

The earlier the better, in fact. Michael feels the particular need to in-
crease the conservation awareness of children. “Children,” he says, “are closer
to nature than adults, their minds have not been polluted. Children relay
messages without agendas. I always involve kids in my campaigns.” The hu-
man mind, Michael thinks, is a wonderful machine, but it has one weakness.
“If it forgets something, it is very difficult to reactivate it.” Michael is pleased
that one of his fellow Global 500 awardees is the Wildlife Clubs of Kenya
[WCK], where over one hundred thousand Kenyan schoolchildren learn
about their country’s environment and wildlife.

Michael is part of a younger generation of African conservationists who
acknﬂwledge indebtedness to their mentors but go their own way in the
belief that however species-specific or issue-oriented conservation causes may
become, they must start at the grass-roots level, with children and local com-
munities involved. “One does not need a doctorate to be committed,” he
says calmly.

Michael is best known for his black rhino advocacy. However, he 1s in-
volved in many other causes such as marine ecology, the preservation of
indigenous forests, and pollution control. He has had many offers to be-
come a spokesperson for conservation organizations. But he does not feel
that he wants to leave Mombasa. “I can do a lot of service to the environ-
ment by staying here in Mombasa,” he says. “I would be betraying my prin-
ciples if I left now. I believe in finishing what I have set my mind to.”

What are his future plans? To continue what he has been doing for years
now, to make sure that his family remains safe, and to perhaps put his thoughts
on paper. They might also include a walk in Australia. "I am seriously think-
ing about it,” Michael reflects. “I want to experience Australia’s unique crea-
tures and aboriginal peoples for myself.”

“The rhino has long been a symbol of conservation in Africa,” Michael
suggested at the award of the Goldman Environmental Prize. “If we cannot
take care of our symbol, what hope 1s there for the rest of our natural habi-

‘tat and ultimately for man himself?”!



Chapter Tharteen

IAN PLAYER AND
MAGQuBu NTOMBELA

From Rhinos to Wilderness:
The Inner Search

South Africa

10 Murray David Millin

There was a great sadness in the Player household at their farm,
Phuzamoya, in Natal the day of our conversation, July 30, 1993. Ian Player,
the sage of southern African conservation, had spent the day before with
Magqubu Ntombela, his mentor, companion, and confidant of nearly a gen-
eration. Having been in the United States on a prolonged visit and lecture
tour, Ian had not seen Magqubu for some months, and upon greeting his
old friend, he found that the inevitable ravages of time had taken their dra-
matic toll on this ninety-three-year-old Zulu who just a few years ago had
been the epitome of physical fitness and daring.
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Magqubu Ntombela and lan Player

The sentiment of regret and sadness at the physical decline of this once-
powerful man, Ian was willing to share. However, the private, deeply felt
emotions of the sixty-six-year-old Ian, who had shared a forty-year friendship
with Magqubu, were too raw and painful for communicable words. It was
Ian Player the public man who responded with honesty, openness, and care
to questions. It was Ian Player the inner man who grew silent and hesitant,
asking for time to reflect and absorb, to synthesize and integrate before
speaking about Magqubu Ntombela.

Who then are Ian Player and Magqubu Ntombela; how did they be-
come companions in their journey of discovery; and how did the wilderness
become their shared communication?

Ian Player
The Beginnings of a Life Journey

[an Player’s life is intricately connected to the KwaZulu Natal Province.
Although he was born in Johannesburg in the Transvaal on March 15, 1927,
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his Scots, English, and Dutch forefathers had lived 1n Natal since 1838. His
great-grandfather trekked the 120 kilometers from Durban to
Pietermaritzburg. There he married an Afrikaaner girl of fourteen, who
had been born in a wagon during the great ox-wagon trek from the Cape to
the east in the 1830s. The family settled in Pietermaritzburg.

In his Wilderness Contemplations (1991), Ian Player recalls that his first child-
hood memory was of being with a dog, a black-and-white fox terrier, on a
large mine dump outside Johannesburg—where his father worked in a gold
mine, and the family lived in modest circumstances in a small corrugated
house on the mine property. “I sensed a certain sadness in the house which,”
he later realized, “was probably related to my parents being uprooted from
rural Natal and having to come to the great gold-mining city of Johannesburg
in the 1930s.”

As was common in South Africa, [an was taught not to socialize or inter-
act with black people in any way except through work. The gulf between the
races was immense. However, what we would consider a simple, everyday
occurrence had a profound and lasting impact on his life. “There was a
concession store near the mine,” he recalls, “and one day one of the black
miners smiled at me and gave me some sweets. My heart warmed and I felt
good about him. This opened a door within me, which grew into a kinship
with the black people of Africa that has been with me all of my life.”

Contemplating his later close relationship with Magqubu, Ian thinks
that “perhaps Magqubu sensed this when he first met me [in 1952], and this
gave him the patience to work with me.”

[an attended school in rural Transvaal, to which his parents had returned
to live on his grandparents’ farm. His first experience of discrimination oc-
curred at school, where half the pupils spoke Afrikaans and the other half
English. As an English-speaking lad, he found himself mocked by Afrikaans-
speaking students as one of the despised rooineks, the “rednecks,” whose white
necks had been burnt to a red crisp by the sun. It was a cruelly derogatory
word. But he loved nature, and as a schoolboy roamed the veld like all boys
his age with air gun and rubber sling.

Later at private school, to which his family had sent him at great expense,
he came to know and appreciate literature. He remembers that books opened
up something in him and, fostered by his mother, he became an enthusiastic
reader. He left school at age sixteen with a passion for English literature and
history and a growing love for the bush. Academic honors were bestowed on
him in 1984, when he received a doctor honoris causa from Natal University.

Although a serious knee injury in his youth should have disqualified
him from servicing in World War II, he managed to pass the medical exami-
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nation somehow and at age seventeen went off with the army to Italy in
1944. The devastation in Europe made a deep impression on him, and he
returned to South Africa in 1946 uncertain about his future. Uprooted as
many ex-servicemen were after coming home, he drifted from job to job
never being able to settle. But during this time he met many men from
different African tribes while working underground in the gold mine of
Johannesburg.

After three long years of wandering—which in retrospect seem like a
necessary process of growth, of elimination of the unimportant and trivial,
and a preparation for his later all-consuming dedication to wildlife and wil-
derness—he returned to Natal in 1949, the land of his forebears. “For a
while,” Ian reminisces, “there was sympathy for the plight of ex-servicemen
like me, but soon we became an annoyance to the authorities and were left
to our own devices.”

Ian worked in a factory in Pietermaritzburg for a while and found 1t
depressing, except for the Umsindusi River, which flowed a few hundred
yards from the factory gate. “Every day,” he recalls, “I crossed the river on
my way to work and wondered about its course through the gorges and ra-
vines until it joined the Umgeni.” His only mental relief came from writing
short stories. He wanted to make writing his life’s work but felt that he needed
to experience the struggles of life to give his prose authority.

His Afrikaner ancestors had trekked from the Cape to Pietermaritzburg,
and his English great-grandfather from Durban to Pietermaritzburg. In 1950,
Ian decided on a trek of his own down the Umsindusi and Umgeni rivers,
from Pietermaritzburg to Durban, reversing the direction of his great-grand-
father. A love of adventure for a purpose and, he believes, his “pioneering
genes” reinforced his interest in water and rivers. He had been a young lad
of nine when his grandfather told stories about the crossing of the Tugela
River during the Zulu war of 1879, and when he grew older his father took
him fishing. “The thrill of feeling a rod bending as a yellowfish streaked
through the water was enough to endear me to rivers forever.”

Just as the trek north had been a decisive event for his great-grandpar-
ents, this adventure down the river became an important signpost in [an’s
life journey. The harrowing experience of maneuvering his canoe through
churning rapids; of exposure to storms and lightning; of solitary, freezing
nights; and of fear quickened his sensation, and “my pulse,” he recalls, “be-
came that of the earth. The world took on a new meaning. I gained an
insight into wilderness that transported me beyond the simple experience
of its landscape and wildlife. I somehow understood the spiritual bond be-
tween human beings and the wild land in which we have lived for millions of
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years. Wilderness was no longer purely outside of me. In a religious sense, 1
realized that the spirit of wilderness was inside of me, and must also exist

inside of all human beings.”

A Conservation Career Is Launched

His journey of discovery took a decisive turn when he became a junior
ranger for the Natal Parks, Game and Fish Preservation Board in 1952 at the
age of twenty-five. Thus was his conservation career formally launched. Al-
though his public image identifies him primarily with the Umfolozi Game
Reserve, he spent his first years as a ranger in other areas. He knew Richards
Bay before it became a harbor. Sadly he recalls: “The bay as the Shangaan
netters and I knew it was soon ruined. Where I had been first in a canoe and
then in a small boat with an outboard motor, huge oceangoing ships came
now to collect coal brought from the collieries in northern Natal.”

When he was told several years later of the eerie phenomenon of fish
eagles circling in the sky over the bay screaming out their haunting cries—
cries Ian believes set him on the road to some deeper understanding of his
diurnal and nocturnal rhythms—Ian was tempted to think of it as a protest
of the natural world against industry’s imposition on a wild area, rather than
an accidental occurrence.

At Lake St. Lucia, Ian’s next post, a Swazi game guard called Samuel
Mtetwa—who could retain his sense of connectedness to the wilderness even
in the most drunken stupor—taught him to understand the lake, its moods,
and 1ts ecology. Lake St. Lucia, and the potential destruction of a unique
wetland area by titanium mining on the eastern shores of the lake, would
figure prominently later in Ian’s life.

Perhaps the last word has not yet been spoken. Ian feels very strongly
about saving the wetlands of Lake St. Lucia for future, black generations. “I
would not like my life’s work to have been in vain,” he says with concern.
These are not the sentiments of a man who needs public verification of the
worth of his life’s work in conservation. To save the wetlands of Lake St.
Lucia is the culmination of an inner conviction that the destruction of a
pristine natural ecosystem can only presage further destruction of the hu-
man soul and its need to remain connected to the earth. In this struggle Ian
sees himself as an articulator of the values that should prevail against those
related to money.

Later at Ndumu Game Reserve—which had been cleared of people be-

cause of a departmental policy that separated wilderness, wildlife, and
people—Ilan wondered whether people were not also part of an area’s ecol-



Ian Player and Magqubu Ntombela ¢ 139

ogy and should therefore not be expelled simply because a man-made policy
said so.

In Ndumu, Ian read Laurens van der Post’s Venture to the Interior, a book
that deeply impressed him. “It was almost as though I could feel and hear
the heartbeat and the steady breathing of the continent,” he reminisces.
“Laurens van der Post had captured the spiritual essence of the homeland,
and I knew instinctively that it was the spiritual and not the scientific path in
Africa that I would have to follow.”

The Operation Rhino Years

In 1955 Ian Player was sent to the Umfolozi Game Reserve to help i an
aerial count of white rhino. It was his second visit to the reserve. During his
first, in 1952, he had seen his first rhino and was deeply moved by the maj-
esty of this ancient beast: “I had a sudden feeling that my life would in some
way be bound up with these historic animals.” It was, and it still 1s.

In 1955 he met Will Foster, a lover of Umfolozi with a deep knowledge
of Zulu people and history, who became one of Ian’s early mentors. In his
seventies then, Will had spent a lifetime of service in the bush. He knew
more about the reserve and its history than any other white man. Will gave
awilling Ian an important insight into the power of the wilderness ot Umfolozi
and its place in Zulu history, and they became good friends.

[t was at that time that Ian met Magqubu Ntombela, who had already
been in the service of the Umfolozi Game Reserve for thirty-seven years.
Magqubu was then fifty-five, lan was twenty-eight. lan recalls the meeting
well. “I remember him standing under the marula tree behind a rondavel 1
eventually lived in. He had a thick army overcoat on and it was a boiling hot
day, yet it did not seem incongruous. I could see just by the way Magqubu
was standing and talking that there was something different about him. When
we greeted each other, I saw a sparkle in his eyes and felt a firmness in his
handshake that made an immediate impression on me. A few years had to
pass, however, before we worked together.”

The aerial survey conducted in 1955 in the Umfolozi Game Reserve
identified 437 white rhinos. As is true everywhere on the African conti-
nent where rhinos once roamed, the hunters of the nineteenth century
had come to Zululand to kill for sport, and some commercial hunters
killed wantonly. They were followed by those who killed for money. In
1890 only 40 to 80 rhinos were said to have survived in all of southern
Africa. Alarmed by this horrendous destruction, the government proclaimed
the Umfolozi Game Reserve a protected area in 1895. Ian considers this
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an event of unparalleled importance for the evolution of conservation
in South Africa.

By African standards Umfolozi was a small reserve—72,000 acres. There
were pressures other than space as well. There was the threat of cattle bring-
ing in anthrax and wiping out the white rhino. Poaching was also a serious
problem, and in the nearly forty years since the rhino count many
antipoaching programs have been launched. Ian Player feels that, funda-
mentally, the situation has not changed since the 1960s.

Two immediate challenges presented themselves to Operation Rhino.
First, how to alleviate pressures on Umfolozi and repopulate the game re-
serves in Africa where rhinos had once lived; and second, how to supply
breeder populations to zoos and game parks in Africa and overseas in order
to build the foundation for further rhino generations.

At Umfolozi Ian also met Jim Feely, “the brain,” whom Ian felt knew
more about wildlife management than anybody in South Africa, and with
whom he began his search for deeper meaning in life through psychology,
ethics, and spiritual values. The idea of conserving the wilderness and its
atmosphere, not just wildlife, became paramount in their lives. Against much
opposition Ian, then officer-in-charge at Umfolozi, and his team succeeded
in having half of the Umfolozi reserve—36,000 acres—declared a wilder-
ness area, where they hoped the public would enjoy wilderness trekking, or
what 1s referred to locally as widerness “trails.” Ian remembers how he and
Magqubu explored the caves in the area to provide shelter for trailwalkers.
Wilderness, Ian, Jim, and Magqubu were convinced, offered resources that
were vital to the well-being of people all over the world. From the young
leaders who went out into the wilderness, Ian hoped, would one day come
some who would make their communities realize that one had to live with
nature rather than exploit her.

On March 19, 1959, even before Operation Rhino began, Ian and
Magqubu took out their first wilderness trail. Thus, Ian feels, began one of
the most important steps in modern conservation. “It was the beginning of
a new era of conservation understanding,” Ian explains, echoing his earlier
writings in Wilderness Contemplations. “It was not only an understanding of
the need for the conservation of wild animals and wild areas, but also of
modern man’s most desperate need to retreat into the wilderness in order
to better understand himself and his place in the world,” he suggests. “This
is particularly important for the people of South Africa, both white and black.,
many of whom share a love for the African wilderness.”

In 1957 Ian married Ann Farrer, and the solitude of the single life among
men in the wilderness became a shared life of family, mutual concerns, and
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new responsibilities. After thirty-five years of marriage, three children, and
one grandchild, Ian Player, the inner man, says of his wife: “It was a tribute
to her character that Ann was able to fit into the predominantly male world
without losing any of her independence and integrity. What was initially the
attraction of the opposites has grown into a partnership of exploration and
deep understanding, one which I have never equaled with any other woman.”
There were difficult times, Ann admits, but they were important experiences
and milestones in the journey of discovering their lives together. And lan
allows that his way of life has been very costly from the family point of view:
“If I had had a different kind of wife, I would not have survived.”

There were many participants in Operation Rhino and equally many
trial-and-error experiences before the first rhino, Daisy, a female, was caught,
darted, ear-tagged—a yellow tag on the right ear and a red tag on the left—
and released. The first phase of Operation Rhino lasted three years, from
1960 to 1963, but translocations continued and were made with less and less
difficulty as capture and translocation techniques became perfected. At the
end of March 1972, 1,109 white rhinos had been translocated all over the
world. Of these, 479 animals went to various reserves in the Transvaal and
85 stayed in Natal. The United States received 138, and 92 were translocated
to Zimbabwe, then Southern Rhodesia.

These are heady numbers and only vaguely suggest the many problems
that had to be solved before the first translocation took place. They involved
experiments with catching the animals, darting techniques, and tranquiliz-
ing formulas—knowledge of which was then in its infancy but critical to
immobilization, capture, and transport. With successful immobilization the
whole picture of game conservation changed, and the days when profes-
sional trappers captured rhinos with ropes were gone forever.

Magqubu Ntombela had by then been promoted to head game guard at
Umfolozi, and “striding bandy-legged, his rifle slung across his shoulder,”
he accompanied Ian Player everywhere. When he witnessed the first suc-
cessful capture of a rhino after immobilization, he was convinced that he
had seen witchcraft. Ian and Magqubu were joined by others. There was
Nick Steele and his horses; Owen Letley, “bare-chested and sunburnt with a
smile and a cry ‘It’s down’ when a rhino had been caught”; Ken Tinley, with
whom Ian canoed and mapped all the pans and rivers in and near the re-
serve; Paul Dutton; and Hugh Dent. They were later to be followed by two
more Tinley brothers, Ken Rochat, John Clark, John Kinloch, Gordon Bailey,
Nick van Niekerk, Hennie van Schoor, Jan Oelofse, and others. Umfolozi
was their spiritual home: “We all instinctively knew that for the rest of our

lives there would be a bond between us.”
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When Owen Letley died by his own hand in 1962, lan Player remem-
bers a surreal yet deeply moving incident. “I stared out of the window of my
office when one of Owen’s horses came down the path. It stopped, looked
at me, and whinnied. [t seemed to know. We worked harder atrhino capture
to try to forget.”

lan’s dog Lancer, a Rhodesian Ridgeback, was a companion through
thick and thin and, like the men, had his share of encounters with wild and
dangerous beasts. There was the incident with the baboons that nearly cost
him his life in Ndumu in 1954, but from which he recovered thanks to the
rescuing techniques of a certain Miss Eriksen at the dispensary, who sewed
him up and filled him with antibiotics. A month later he was running around
again as 1f nothing had happened.

Although Daisy had been successfully darted, tagged, and released, there
were the nevitable failures, as well. Amber, one of the young rhinos, died
after translocation to Mkuze Game Reserve, only one hundred miles from
Umiolozi, for example. Others made the journey to Mkuze unharmed, as
did the ninety-two white rhinos that were sent to Kruger National Park from
1962 to 1964. The rhinos sent to the San Diego Zoo fetched the equivalent
of R 6,000 a pair, an unheard-of sum at the time. Much to the consternation
of Natal Parks Board officials, the deal with the San Diego Zoo was sealed by
a handshake only, and a plaque of a bronze rhino at the entrance to the
Wild Animal Park commemorates this event.

Operation Rhino was not an “operation cowboy” of macho men living
out their fantasies. They were strong, daring, physical men, formed by their
work and the surroundings in which they operated. None liked to put the
animals through the stressful procedures of a capture. “We all had a horror
of captivity,” lan remembers, “but we felt it was important to have our rare
animals all over the world as well as in their former ranges.” It was a matter
of survival of the species for the benefit of future generations—of man and
beast.

In 1965 the IUCN declared that the white rhino, which was on the en-
dangered species (Class A Protection) list, had been saved and shortly there-
after, in February 1966, the first phase of Operation Rhino ended. With
pride and not quite characteristic understatement Ian wrote: “It could be
said that the species had been saved for posterity.” This, he is quick to point
out, was the result of a far-flung international effort: an American had in-
vented the dart gun; an Englishman had perfected the tranquilizing drug;
and South Africans had developed the practical techniques of capture.

Reflecting on the fate of the black rhino in Africa, Ian says with sadness
but conviction: “One of the greatest tragedies in African conservation is
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that other African countries did not learn from our experience. The rhino
capture techniques we used apply everywhere in Africa.” As for the cost for
such operations in countries with barely enough to feed their populations,
“these funds could and would have been raised internationally.”

The rhino capture in Umfolozi was unique in other ways. Rhinos in
other parts of the world were captured and taken to zoos where they bred
offspring that were reintroduced into the rhino’s original habitat. In South
Atrica rhinos were captured, reintroduced into their former ranges in large
numbers, and then sent to zoos and game parks for reproduction.

In 1964, lan became chief conservator of Zululand, and his mentor and
shadow, Magqubu Ntombela, retired after forty-two years of dedicated ser-
vice, of which he had spent six eventful years alongside his boss, lan Player,
and the rest of the rhino capture team.

Ian’s recollections of the years spent together at Umfolozi portray a sense
of deep gratitude and privilege, perhaps even awe. “When Magqubu
Ntombela was appointed head game guard we walked and rode through the
reserve together, and when we captured rhinos there was not a trace of fear
in his face. He had lived so long among the wild animals that he knew in-
stinctively how they would behave. He seldom showed anger, but when he
did, the other guards were frightened. On our long patrols he was teacher
and I pupil. I will always be in his debt, for in every conversation we have had
he taught me something. He is a unique human being.”

A Time of Administration

The years from 1964 to 1974 were a time of administrative duties at the
Natal Parks Board, following up on rhino-translocation issues and nursing the
international public relations bonanza that followed Operation Rhino and
promoted the Natal Parks Board. Ian recognizes the power of public opinion
and instinctively understands the importance of the media. The media loved
the stories about Operation Rhino. In 1974, the year of his retirement, Ian was
invited to the United States as a guest of Metro-Goldwyn Mayer (MGM), which
had made the film 7o Catch a Rhino, and captivated audiences were swept away
by the lure of Africa and the story of this ancient beast.

In 1976, Ian was transferred to Parks Board headquarters in
Pietermaritzburg and soon was promoted to chief conservator of Natal and
KwaZulu. In spite of the increasing administrative load, Ian was even more
interested in the meaning and use of wilderness for humankind’s mental
health in an increasingly insane modern world.

He recalled the overwhelming loathing he had felt in his youth for all
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city life, its crowdedness, its lack of serenity, and its noise. Of the need for
silence and the intrusion of noise, and particularly the human voice, he
says: “I have come to the conclusion that in the same way that a motor ve-
hicle is a barrier between man and the wilderness, talking is much the same.
The human voice has the most penetrative power; the more silent one be-
comes, the more the bush speaks and gives away its secrets.”

He finally realized that he must concentrate his energies on wilderness
and its unique benefits to human sanity and well-being. In 1974, just three
years before he would have served the Parks Board for twenty-five years and
thus have received a lifetime pension, he left. Player laughingly recalls that
“many of my colleagues thought I had lost my marbles,” and was throwing
away a remarkable career that began as a junior game ranger and concluded
in a powerful, high-ranking administrative position. However, Ian was doing
what he had to do, following his innermost conviction in spite of the appear-
ances and against the odds.

Ironically, Player did return to the Natal Parks Board when, in 1984, he
was appointed a director of the board. This made him the only person in
the history of the Natal Parks Board, one of the world’s most respected and
prestigious natural-resource agencies, who had served the board in the ca-
pacity of field ranger, administrative staff, and director. The most recent
capstone to his relationship with the board came in 1992 when he was "not
reappointed” to the board, the reason for which was undoubtedly his staunch,
public opposition to the proposed mining of titanium on the eastern shores
of Lake St. Lucia.

Ian’s conviction that wilderness is essential to humanity’s search for
meaning found expression in the establishment of the International Wil-
derness Leadership Foundation in the United States in 1974. In 1976, two
years after his retirement, he took over the running of the Wilderness Lead-
ership School in Natal, which had been founded in 1957 and had become a
legal trust in 1963. The symbol of the wilderness school and of the founda-
tion 1s the three-pointed Erythrina caffra leaf. It was chosen by Magqubu
Ntombela and represents the three relationships of man to his surround-
Ings: man to man, man to god, and man to earth.

Awoken by Jung

In 1978 Ian Player read Laurens van der Post’s Jung and the Story of our
Time, which van der Post had sent him two years earlier but which had not
caught his attention. Not at all interested in Jungian psychology at the time,
Ian had put the book aside. Searching for reading material at London’s
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Heathrow Airport on his way to the United States to establish the Interna-
tional Wilderness Leadership Foundation, the paperback edition caught his
eye and he bought it as a soporific for the long flight to San Francisco. Rather
than putting him to sleep, the book “woke my unconsciousness and I was
shattered by it.” Through later analysis he learned to translate such Jungian
concepts as archetypes, persona, shadow, anima and animus, and self and
ego to his own life, and he became an ardent student of Jungian psychology.
His love for wilderness now assumed new meaning: “The wilderness trails
that I was taking into the bush began to assume another dimension.”

Understanding Jungian psychology enriched his personal life, and a
succession of actuvities reinforced his private and public journey to acquire
wisdom. The most outstanding manifestation of this new appreciation of
holistic philosophy and integrated world view found expression in the World
Wilderness Congress, the first international forum that insisted on the par-
ticipation of all sectors in the conservation debate. At the first World Wilder-
ness Congress (Johannesburg, 1977), the traditional group of scientists, wild-
life managers, and researchers were joined by bankers, politicians, business-
men, philosophers, artists, church leaders, and tribal people. The Congress
has become the only ongoing public forum in international nature conser-
vation and, under the guidance of Ian and Vance Martin of the WILD Foun-
dation, has met since in Australia (1980), Scotland (1983), the United States
(1987), and Norway (1993), with India on tap for 1996.

Ian Player considers the fact that the World Wilderness Congresses have
taken place regularly and against many worldly odds his greatest achieve-
ment. “I could take all my experience,” he feels, “and bring it together in an
international forum for discussion and contribution.”

As the sage of the environmental and conservation movement in
South Africa, Ian Player has seen many fads come and go. But the wil-
derness has retained its meaning. “For me,” lan Player says reflectively,
“the wilderness experience is more than a walk to view wild animals and
birds. It is the start of a long journey of exploration into the human soul.
For me it began many years ago ... following my friend and wise old man,
Magqubu Ntombela, along paths that start from nowhere and gradually

become more distinct.”

Magqubu Ntombela

Magqubu Ntombela was born between 1900 and 1902 in a kraal in the
Ongeni hills, which are located in the corridor of land between the Hluhluwe
and the Umfolozi Game Reserves in Zululand. While he does not know the
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exact date of his birth, he does recall events that would place it in the early
years of this century. Looking after his father’s goats as a young boy, he
remembers soldiers dressed in “brown trousers, light jackets, and hats but-
toned up on one side,” fighting in the Zulu rebellion in 1906. He knew the
Umfolozi Game Reserve well since he had walked through it as a small boy
and remembered still seeing the spoor of elephants there.

In the tradition of his people, Magqubu went out hunting with his fa-
ther, thus sharing an activity reserved for the men of the family. It was a
ritual that conveyed the importance of learning about manhood, courage,
respect of the young for their elders, and the obligation of the elders to
teach the young—a much-valued experience in the preparation for life.

Magqubu loved his father in a sense unfamiliar to Western ways. When
telling his life’s story in the early 1980s, Magqubu explained that he had
respected his father so much that he would have lied when the police came
looking for illegal hunters in the game reserves. Moreover, when Magqubu,
early in his married life, thrashed one of his children because of some mi-
nor offense, Magqubu allowed himself to be thrashed by his own father,
who was enraged by Maqubu’s actions.

His respect for his father found further expression in the fact that what-
ever monies Magqubu earned for jobs well done, such as working in the
sugar cane fields, he would give to his father. That was the tradition. His
father in turn honored his son by slaughtering a goat. This innate respect
for his father and his ancestors has never left Magqubu. When his father
died in 1949, the traditional beehive hut in which he had hived remained in
Magqubu’s kraal and is still there. It contains his father’s blanket—and memo-
ries. When Magqubu was fifteen years old, a Zululand game guard came to
Magqubu’s kraal looking to hire young men for work in the reserve. After
discussions with his father and the consent of his mother, young Magqubu
left the kraal to work in the Umfolozi Game Reserve, which had received its
name from the fibrous bush of the nettle family that grows along the banks
of the Umfolozi River.

Although Magqubu was intimately familiar with the wilderness and the
surrounding game, his teacher during these early years was Mali Mdhletshe,
the Zulu game guard who had given him his job. From him Magqubu learned
much of the lore of the surrounding savanna country and of the Zulu people
who had inhabited the area for so long.

Magqubu’s first job at Umfolozi was that of a carrier, and he walked
many miles in the searing heat of the summer and the cooler days of the

winter carrying the equipment for the game guards. He recalls those as long
and good days of learning from his peers.
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Magqubu returned to his kraal after nearly two years and gave all his
earnings to his father. His father accepted the money and from it bought
Magqubu a jacket, a shirt, a vest, and a sleeping blanket.

In the 1920s Magqubu continued working in the Umfolozi Game Re-
serve, this time for R.H.T.P. Harris, descendant of Cornwallis Harris, the
great white hunter renowned for his work in eradicating the tsetse fly, the
carrier of nagana, the sleeping sickness of animals, which affected cattle but
not game—game only carries the sickness. Magqubu'’s job was to walk the
reserve collecting flies from the traps for sorting and weighing. Powerful
pesticides to kill the tsetse fly, thereby opening up grazing land for cattle
and in the process eliminating natural wildlife habitats and instigating the
vicious cycle of deterioration of valuable ecosystems, had not yet been in-
vented. Cattle was not yet king.

In the 1930s the tsetse-fly sickness threatened cattle ranches adjoining
the Umfolozi Reserve, and the decision was made to shoot all game 1n the
reserve, except black and white rhinos, which were royal game and could
not be killed. Over a period of fifteen years, over three hundred thousand
head of game were killed.

Since Magqubu had by then been promoted to game guard, it was his
job to kill the game. Although he had hunted with his father in his youth
and killed animals for food, this massive slaughter of wildlife disturbed
Magqubu greatly. Not only were the carcasses left rotting in the field instead
of providing food for the people, as would have been the Zulu tradition, but
such massive killing was also against the laws of nature. Guards were not
allowed to take meat home, which in Ian Player’'s memory was a great psy-
chic shock for Magqubu.

A Turning Point

A turning point in Magqubu’s life occurred in 1942 when he was sta-
tioned at Gome, an outpost in the Umfolozi reserve. While camping in a
hut near a stream where animals came to drink, Magqubu was bitten by a
boomslang, a poisonous indigenous snake, and he lapsed into a coma. He
was about forty years old. During the ensuing fever and near-death experi-
ence, he had a religious vision that changed his life. Having always believed
in traditional Zulu muthi (medicine), Magqubu became a deeply devoted
member of the Shembe sect. A religious movement in Natal and Zululand,
Shembe combines traditional Zulu practices with Judeo-Christian teach-
ings. This subconscious experience was not only a journey of the soul but
also saved his life and restored his health. His spiritual conversion and the
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healing process slowly progressed over a four-year period from painful physi-
cal reactions to the snake’s venom that nearly killed him, to psychotic vi-
sions of death and the not-yet-understood signs of rebirth during a lengthy
recovery. There were years of psychosomatic clinging to the aftereffects of
the snakebite and the insistent questioning of traditional Zulu medicines
and practices that did nothing to help restore his health.

The aftermath of this experience has stayed with Magqubu all his life.
He is now in his nineties and has remained essentially well, although age has
finally caught up with him. He has outlived many of his contemporaries,
including two of his wives and five of his children. Now a Shembe priest, he
lives in a kraal with two wives and some twenty grandchildren. “T arrived at
Shembe with six children,” he remembers. “Two of my three wives and five
of my children died. These six children grew up to be four grown boys and
two girls who married. They and my wife did not die because they kept all
the laws that Shembe gave them: not to drink beer, not to do evil things, to
be straight all the time, and not to have gods, only one God.”

As a Shembe priest, Magqubu conducts services every Saturday near his
kraal. At his house there 1s a circle of stones. This i1s holy ground, and
Magqubu Ntombela celebrates the rites of his church on every Sabbath. He
credits Shembe for his long life.

Interdependence

Magqubu Ntombela met Ian Player at Umfolozi in 1952, and their de-
pendence on each other over forty years has become lengendary.

Two stories illustrate the interdependence. In 1958, when Ian and
Magqubu were walking in the Umfolozi reserve preparing the wilderness
trails, Magqubu called out to his boss indicating that they had passed an
sivtvane, a pile of stones and a revered place that a Zulu will not pass with-
out honoring it by picking up a stone, spitting on it, and throwing it on the
pile. lan, distracted and tired, did not pay attention and was reminded by
Magqubu that by not following the Zulu custom he had broken Zulu law.
lan argued fiercely that this was not his law since he was not a Zulu, but
Magqubu’s insistence won out—and saved their lives. [an observed the ritual
as requested, and they walked on in the heat of the day. Suddenly Ian saw
the tip of a snake in the path and Magqubu stepped on it. “A split second
passed ... and hardly an arm’s length away from us was an enormous mamba,
a good twelve feet long,” Ian recalls, and both men froze in their tracks.

Eventually the monster moved on, but not without leaving the fear of God
and for their lives in their hearts.
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This was an ominous warning. “We sat down,” Ian wrote later, “and I
found my whole body was shaking quite violently. But Magqubu was calmly
squatting on his haunches, not a tremor in his body. He had once been
bitten and had also undergone his journey of the soul. His transformation
had taken place, mine was just beginning.” There was no question in lan’s
mind that they had been saved because they had obeyed the law of the
isivrvane.

After this incident a new relationship and understanding between lan
and Magqubu began: “The days of master and servant had gone forever.”

The second story concerned poaching and the struggle to eliminate
this despicable activity from Umfolozi. By the winter of 1958, the Umfolozi
team had nearly succeeded because of a new ordinance that imposed heavy
penalties and discouraged all but the most hardened poachers. One evening,
as the patrol team had settled for the night, Ian was informed that a poacher
had been shot. It turned out that Magqubu had accidentally killed the man
when it appeared that the poacher had killed one of Magqubu's sons who
was on patrol. A scuffle ensued between the poacher and Magqubu, whose
rifle went off accidentally, killing the Zulu poacher.

The events that followed this incident were a tale of unfortunate cir-
cumstances that ended in Magqubu’s acquittal because it had been an acci-
dent. Magqubu was deeply frightened, but Ian never doubted Magqubu’s
innocence because it would have been against Magqubu’s religion to kill a
human being.

Magqubﬁ’s identity is entirely his own; however, Ian Player became the
conduit for its manifestation in everyday life. They shared capturing and
translocating rhinos, fighting poachers, and taking groups out on the wilder-
ness trails; and Magqubu’s ability to scan the horizon and listen to the sounds
of the bush saved them from more than one encounter with ferocious beasts.

Their verbal communication was rudimentary since neither spoke the
other’s language well. They communicated almost in a telepathic way, devoid
of the flourishes of ordinary human speech. But they understood each other
well. Magqubu was a marvelous mimic and storyteller. Despite a fundamental
harmony between them, there existed disagreements. “We had the most in-
credible rows,” Ian admits, “and with rare exceptions I was usually the one who
had been at fault. He was very patient except on one or two occasions.”

When the Player family moved to Pietermaritzburg in 1969, Ian asked
Magqubu to come with him. Magqubu did. More than forty years after their
first meeting in Umfolozi in 1952, when Magqubu Ntombela was already
mature and Ian Player still a young man, their relationship continues un-
changed, although adjusted to time, place, sentiment, and circumstance,
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Magqubu Ntombela and Ian Player are deeply spiritual and wise human
beings. Magqubu’s spirituality is grounded in his Zulu heritage, his Shembe
beliefs, and his lifelong knowledge of nature and wilderness. Ian’s spiritual
world is equally deeply grounded and connected to nature and wilderness
but follows more closely the contemporary principles of Jungian psychol-
ogy. The two philosophies of life complement each other. Together Magqubu
and Ian have created a synchronicity of mutual understanding and depen-
dence that, in psychological terms, has made them more whole together
than either one of them could have been alone.

“Magqubu,” [an says with affection and deep appreciation, “is probably
one of the last true men of the bush, unable to read or write, but the best-
educated and wisest man I have known.”

Now in the ripe years of their lives, lan Player chooses to call Magqubu
Ntombela his pathfinder rather than, as before, his companion or mentor.
Itis a subtle change in name, but a profound one in meaning. “We are both
no longer able to go into the wilderness together,” Ian Player says calmly
and 1n a measured voice. “The wilderness 1s within us.” And 1n a long silence
Ian Player’s words reverberate softly.

w & ¢

Postscript: Magqubu Ntombela died on October 24, 1993. Ian Player
had the privilege of closing the circle of their years by visiting Magqubu
during the last days of his decline. Deeply moved by the death of his com-
panion and friend, Ian Player is nevertheless content that he was able to say
his good-byes.
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