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And to Wayne Lawson, executive literary editor of  Vanity Fair, who has guided me by his constant grace, generosity, and editorial genius since we first met in Dallas, Texas, in 1986.

 



As always, to Jan Miller Rich, who opened the door of her literary agency to me in 1989 and transported me into a new world of possibility.




AUTHOR’S NOTE


I read about the murder of a woman in Kenya from several oceans away. I had never heard her name before. But through the miracle of technology, I sent an email to her ex-husband and, within a week, he invited me to attend the woman’s memorial service and write about her life. “I am sure you would get a wealth of material from the great cross section of the Kenyan community that will be there,” wrote the woman’s ex-husband, whose name was Alan Root. Not only did Alan introduce me to the people who could tell me about the woman who died—my interviews with them provide much of this book—but he also gave me her letters and diaries, all of which helped me re-create scenes, recall dialogue, and find truth. Of equal importance, Alan opened his heart and told me everything, which was surely difficult, heart-wrenching, and frequently painful for him. For his unsparing openness and unflinching candor, I give Alan Root my profound admiration and endless thanks. This book could not have been written without him.




PREFACE


She always knew he would come back to her.

He would climb into his helicopter at first light one Nairobi morning and rise above the screaming madhouse of the city, tilting west over East Africa’s largest slum, and flying out into wonder: out over the Great Rift Valley, the cradle of civilization, a three-thousand-mile-long seam in the earth that stretches from Syria to Mozambique but is at its most glorious here in Kenya. As the floor of the world dropped away, opening into endless sky and a breathtaking vista, he would follow this corridor straight back to her.

There were things she longed to tell him, things only he would understand. Everything she’d been too shy and self-effacing to say before would now come pouring out, just as it had in all of the letters she had written him, letters she never sent:
A lifetime has passed since we split, and yet some memories of things we did together seem [as if they happened] only the other day. There is so much I would like to say and share with you—now I know I am not inferior to you.





She waited for him in her blue house beside the lake, which looked so perfect and placid from the air. But this was merely another extreme in a country where great beauty coexists with unimaginable brutality, where the border between life and death is the thinnest of lines, where nothing is ever as it seems.


Now in contact with others, I realize how knowledgeable I am about the natural world. . . . People respect me nowadays. But the only love of my life is one of the few people I cannot communicate with, even as a friend.



She could leave all that pain behind as soon as he came back into her life. Flying over the mountains and dormant volcanoes that form a natural amphitheater around the lake, he would hover over the emerald-green water, taking in its wide, verdant, wildlife-infested expanse.


When you flew over and saw the blue house you were probably happy you didn’t live here anymore, but I am really such a different person, I hardly know myself. I have written you so many letters in my head but when I try to write I go to pieces.



She imagined him buzzing the house, as playfully as he always had, then touching down on the grass landing strip and stepping out, as if returning from only a brief safari instead of half a lifetime. Then at last she would impress him with her independence and accomplishments and show him the abiding endurance of her love.

Finally, he did come back to her, flying in with the dawn on January 13, 2006. It was not, however, as she had dreamed for so long. He hadn’t come to reunite with the woman who had once been his wife, partner, and best friend, the woman he’d left to live alone in Africa for sixteen years.

He had come to collect her remains.




INTRODUCTION


The report was chillingly brief.


Conservationist Killed

Joan Root, 69, animal lover and conservationist who collaborated with her husband, Alan, on wildlife documentaries in the 1970’s, was killed on Jan. 13 in Naivasha, Kenya. Root was shot to death by assailants who invaded her farmhouse, the police said. Two men were arrested, officials said. One of the couple’s films, Mysterious Castles of Clay, narrated by Orson Welles, showed the inner workings of a termite mound. It was nominated for an Oscar in 1978.



As a contributing editor at Vanity Fair magazine, I am always in search of great stories, and this one seemed to have plenty of the right ingredients: conservationist and wildlife filmmaker, nominated for an Oscar for a film narrated by the legendary Orson Welles, murdered for unknown reasons in Africa.

As soon as I began to research her, I quickly realized that Joan Root wasn’t just another wildlife filmmaker. She and her husband, Alan Root, were, for a time in the 1970s and 1980s, the world’s greatest  wildlife filmmakers, mythical figures to nature lovers of all ages. You didn’t watch Joan and Alan merely on television and on flickering classroom screens across Africa and Great Britain, you traveled with them, whether they were sporting with ferocious crocodiles and hippos in exotic lakes, sailing over Mount Kilimanjaro in a hot-air balloon, or being chased, mauled, bitten, gored, and stung by every conceivable creature as they drove, flew, ran, and swam across Africa, determined to capture the continent and its wonders on film before this wild world was lost forever. They were pioneers, filming animal behavior without human interference decades before films such as Winged Migration and March of the Penguins were made. Their movies were often narrated by top movie stars, including David Niven, James Mason, and Ian Holm, and in 1967 one of their films had a royal premiere in London, where the couple was presented to the queen.

They introduced the American zoologist Dian Fossey to the gorillas she would later die trying to save, took Jacqueline Kennedy up in their hot-air balloon, and covered much of Africa in their single-engine Cessna and their amphibious car. Then, for reasons the public never really knew, they suddenly vanished from the screen as mysteriously as some of the endangered species they had documented. They separated and later divorced. Alan, the more outspoken of the couple, went on to become a wildlife-filmmaking icon, winner of awards, tributes, and accolades. The blond, bronzed, beautiful Joan, who was intensely shy and always in the background—as both her husband’s capable backup and the unheralded producer of their films—dropped out of filmmaking altogether, retreating to live alone on eighty-eight acres in Naivasha, Kenya, where she devoted herself to saving the ecologically imperiled lake just beyond her home. It was there, in her bedroom at one-thirty A.M. on January 13, 2006, that she was brutally murdered by assailants with an AK-47. Screaming in Swahili that they would fill her with so many holes she’d “look like a sieve,” they pumped bullets through the glass and the bars of her bedroom windows until Joan—who, at sixty-nine, had become one of the most indomitable conservationists in the world—lay dead in a pool of her own blood.

Within a week of reading the paragraph in the Times Digest, I had  gotten an assignment to write an article about Joan Root for Vanity Fair. I sent emails to everyone I could find who might be remotely connected with her, with special emphasis on finding Alan Root. A few days later, I received a one-line email from him: “I hear you are looking for me.”

After expressing condolences over the loss of his ex-wife, I told him how much I would appreciate his help when I got to Kenya. Two days later, he responded:
Dear Mark

I am sorry, I was just not up to a late and long phone call early this week. I had buried Joan’s ashes on Tuesday morning and planted a fig tree above her—(she will always be surrounded by “roots”). I’d also spent a lot of time with the police, and I was just shattered.

I am glad you were able to contact Adrian [Luckhurst, Joan’s business manager] and he has passed on your message. Please do not take my silence as a lack of interest. I want you to write this story and will do all I can to help. Unless it is going to delay things too much I really think it would be great if you could attend the celebration of her life that we are holding at Naivasha on March 4th. You would be welcome there and I am sure you would get a wealth of material from the great cross section of the Kenyan community that will be there . . .

With best wishes 
Alan





Within a few days, I was on a flight bound to Nairobi, Kenya. I had never been to the city or the country. I had no idea that I was embarking on a journey that would keep me in Kenya, off and on, for over three years.

After landing in Nairobi, I drove fifty-five miles west to Joan Root’s home on Lake Naivasha for her memorial service. Hundreds of the world’s leading naturalists, wildlife experts, and filmmakers sat outdoors on her magnificent lawn to celebrate this extraordinary woman.  The memorial service was held beside Joan’s stretch of Lake Naivasha, a wonderland of wildlife straight out of a Walt Disney film that one of Joan’s friends said is “like Doctor Dolittle times one thousand,” where 1,200 hippos swim by day and mow the grass by night amid the music of the area’s 350 species of birds. Throughout the extremely emotional service, her friends and colleagues all wondered aloud about her senseless death. Who would murder this sweet and gentle woman who rarely spoke above a whisper and had spent decades passionately helping the desperately poor and needy of Kenya? Some, including the police, were convinced that her murder was the result of a simple robbery attempt. But if robbery was the motive, others asked, why was nothing stolen from her house? And why the barrage of bullets when the threat of one would have persuaded most people in crime-ridden Naivasha or nearby Nairobi (known familiarly these days as “Nairobbery”) to surrender their cash?

The likely explanation, many of her friends felt, was that Joan had been the target of a contract killing—easily arranged in Kenya for about a hundred dollars a hit—because of her conservation activities around the lake. The gentle animal lover had become a rare dissenter in a bizarre, only-in-Africa scenario that had turned her beloved lake into a war zone, in a conflict created by, of all things, roses. Over the preceding two decades, peaceful, pastoral Lake Naivasha had been invaded by armies of flower growers who created some of the biggest flower farms in the world. These farms covered the lakeshore with huge plastic hothouses, inhibited the natural migration of wildlife, and attracted a desperate tide of hundreds of thousands of impoverished migrant workers, resulting in slums, squalor, crime, and, some insisted, ecological apocalypse. Crime in the area had become commonplace, murders routine, poaching of fish and wildlife epidemic. The lake, from which the flower farms sucked up water and into which they spat back pesticides, was so contaminated that its demise was predicted within five years if immediate measures were not taken. While others just talked about this situation, Joan put her words into action in a fearless and, some said, extremely dangerous way. Her vigilante campaign to preserve her land and the lake around it ended up alienating the authorities  she stood against, and even the desperate African workers whose livelihood she was trying to save. All of this may well have marked her for death. Even though four suspects were taken into custody after her murder, they were eventually released. It was a strange and brutal story, ending with more questions than answers.

 



 



 



“Everyone here knows what I mean when I say Joan’s death is only part of the dark waters slowly engulfing this country,” said Joan’s friend Ian Parker in his eulogy. “Collapsing law enforcement is the darkest side of corruption and lack of political principle. When the law enforcers cannot protect citizens or bring criminals to justice, and when individuals are denied the means to defend themselves—and most Kenyans are not allowed firearms—people will take the law into their own hands. This is not a threat from some cranky old mzungu,” he continued, employing the Swahili word for “white person.” “It is a lesson history teaches us over and over again. When a defenseless public benefactress like Joan can be sought out and killed, history speaks again. Take heed! This society is in a dangerous state. Joan’s death demands that now is the time for us to speak out, protest, and be counted.” He noted that three of his friends, not counting Joan, had been murdered in the previous year, 2005, “an improvement of fifty percent over 2004,” when five friends had been murdered and “two badly injured in attempted murders.”

The eulogies were extraordinary—passionate and heartfelt. Watching Parker at the podium, I witnessed an old man become young again as he shook his fists at the heavens and seethed with anger over the brutality that had befallen his longtime friend. Parker, a consummate adventurer, conservationist, pilot, and nature photographer, was now a slightly built, white-haired man of seventy. He resembled the actor Frank Morgan, the balding, beaming carnival barker who played the Wizard in The Wizard of Oz.

Parker and I met in the bar tent at the memorial. As we talked, he told me nostalgically how he had met Joan on a lark when they were teenagers. By the time she was nineteen, Joan’s beauty had become legendary in Nairobi. When five soldiers from the Kenya Regiment decided  to ask out five of Nairobi’s most beautiful girls—whether they knew them or not—Ian Parker chose Joan. He brazenly drove up to Joan’s father’s coffee farm unannounced. He rang the bell, told Joan of his mission, and asked her for the date. “Why, thank you,” she said politely, “but no thanks.” Then she disappeared without another word.

Ian Parker may have tried, but Alan Root was the only man to capture Joan’s heart—though, by his own admission, he had failed her in the end. On the day after the memorial service, Alan Root wanted to tell me about Joan’s life, and we agreed to meet up for an interview. He still knows how to make a dramatic entrance. He had instructed me to wait for him in the backyard of his business manager in the Nairobi suburb of Karen. I was standing there, expecting him to walk through the back door and into the garden, when the quiet was broken suddenly by the sound of a helicopter flying in from the direction of Nairobi National Park. When it came down for a landing, kicking up grass and dirt in the yard, I could see Alan at the controls in the glass bubble, looking like the dashing daredevil from his films, except that he was now sixty-eight. He had thick glasses and a gray beard, but he was still powerfully built, wearing black jeans and a casual shirt.

“I’ve crashed two of these,” he said once I was in the helicopter beside him. We lifted off, and he tilted the helicopter toward the Ngong Hills, blue and shadowy in the distance, and flew at high speed over the game-filled plains. I could make out the zebras, Cape buffalo, and gazelles in the national park below as Alan pulled back on the throttle and we shot like a bullet through the clear African sky. I could see right away the extraordinary life force that drove him, that made him so charismatic in life and in his films.

Alan Root had lived his life dangerously, recklessly, completely: getting gored by wild animals, crashing planes, wrecking cars, leaping into raging rivers, drinking with the best of them, getting caught in love affairs. Yet of all the women he had known, it was Joan, quiet, beautiful Joan, who had the most powerful impact, especially on his early life, and he wanted to help me tell her story. He was transporting me into another world in his helicopter that day, which would turn out to be the best story I had ever encountered as a journalist. Until that moment, I  had been mainly a collector of cold, hard facts. Then Alan Root flew me across Africa, and the ride of a lifetime began.

The article I wrote, which was published in the August 2006 issue of Vanity Fair, was just one more dispatch in the deepening mystery of a fascinating woman. Yet, like the chilling paragraph that had galvanized me in the beginning, the article seemed to make a visceral connection with readers. People would stop me on the street to discuss this indomitable individual. A dozen feature-film makers expressed interest in obtaining rights to the article. Several publishers urged me to expand it into a book.

Most magazine stories tend to come and go, but this one wouldn’t die after the next issue hit the stands. It seemed to have a life of its own. Working Title Films optioned the movie rights for a feature film, with Julia Roberts’s company, Red Om, set to coproduce and Julia attached to star as Joan Root, all of which was announced at the 2007 Cannes Film Festival, making international headlines. Still, I thought the story was over, at least for me. Joan Root was dead, and because she had rarely expressed her feelings, much less verbalized them, even to her closest friends, most of her personal story was presumably buried with her.

Then something incredible happened. Joan Root began speaking.

 



 



 



“I understand you believe that this woman didn’t talk much.” An email out of the blue from Alan Root. “You were right about the talking,” he continued. “But I have millions of words she wrote to her mother, diaries, etc.” I was instantly intrigued and thrilled at the possibility of learning more about this extraordinary person.

Another stroke of luck arrived when I tracked down Anthony Smith, the bestselling London author, explorer, BBC presenter, adventurer, and best friend of Alan and Joan Root. He had twice ridden a motorcycle the length of Africa, and became the first Brit to obtain a balloon license after World War II and cross the high Alps in a balloon. Then eighty, Anthony was living in a small and cluttered London flat, where he had invited me for what he’d advertised as “one of my famous  spaghettis.” I brought a bottle of California chardonnay. “Brilliant idea to bring the wine,” he said when I arrived. He was extremely tall, funny, and effervescent, speaking in a clipped British accent, filled with “hmmm’s” and “Oh, my’s!” punctuating endlessly glorious stories of his years with Alan and Joan both before and after their divorce.

I liked him at the outset. Anthony Smith had no edit filter to his conversation. Not only did he tell me everything about the Roots honestly and completely, he also gave me a fat folder full of letters to and from Alan and Joan. “You’re lucky,” he said. He’d just found the letters the day before my visit, while moving out of his house in the middle of a divorce. “If you had come a week later, I would have thrown them away.”

What others said about Joan while she was alive was compelling, but more astounding were her own revelations in thousands of pages of letters to her mother, husband, and friends, as well as decades of meticulously kept diaries, the last entry of which she made shortly before her death. Reading her diaries and letters, I realized that this amazing woman’s story demanded to be fully told, and that she had provided posterity with much of it herself.

Running through every line Joan Root wrote, from her adventurous youth to the perilous days just before her death, were affirmations of her affection for Africa and its wildlife, and for Alan, the only man who was as wild and free as they were, the only man she ever loved.




Chapter One

 



 



 




One can only imagine what British colonialists felt when they first sailed from chilly and proper England to hot, exotic Kenya. They were rough-and-ready pioneers, coming to tame the vast and mysterious country that had been claimed for the Crown in 1895. They came in the name of civilization, building railways, erecting Nairobi and other cities, and forcing the Maasai from their ancestral grazing lands, and yet what made them famous in books and movies was hedonism: a handful of wealthy and aristocratic British colonialists raging in what became known as the “Happy Valley” lifestyle, Kenya’s version of the Roaring Twenties, when khaki-clad, trigger-happy, wife-swapping British transplants scandalized the world with their antics.

There may have been only a handful of Happy Valley hedonists in Kenya, but they made one hell of a noise. Most of the colonialists were, by contrast, hardworking, diligent citizens, as made famous by the writer Karen Blixen, the Danish author who, under the pen name Isak Dinesen, wrote Out of Africa and other books about the years she ran a coffee plantation outside Nairobi with her cousin Baron Bror von Blixen-Finecke, whom she married in 1914. “The British people came to Kenya and brought a bit of Britain with them,” remembers one of Joan Root’s friends. “Raising the British flag, pulling it down at sun-down,  dressing up formally for dinner, gin on the porch, and then the headwaiter would come in full uniform with a gong and say, ‘Dinner is ready.’ Everyone would raise their glasses and exclaim, ‘To the Queen!’ ”

That era came crashing to an end in the 1950s, when the colonial era ended with a bloodbath. In 1952, Kenya’s most prominent tribe, the Kikuyu (whose population counted for 1.5 million out of Kenya’s 5 million inhabitants), and members of several other tribes rose up violently against the British presence in what became known as the Mau Mau Rebellion. “A Kikuyu became a Mau Mau by taking a sacrilegious oath that separated him from his normal life and turned him into a kamikaze human missile aimed at his employer, the European immigrant farmer,” wrote Patrick Hemingway in an introduction to True at First Light, a memoir about time in Kenya by his father, Ernest Hemingway. “The most common agricultural implement in the country was called in Swahili a panga, a heavy-bladed, single-edged sword, stamped and ground from sheet steel in the English Midlands, able to cut brush, dig holes and kill people under the right conditions. Almost every agricultural worker had one.” The Kikuyu killed two thousand African dissenters and attacked the British army and the police.

“Reacting as if this were another Battle of Britain, the European community had several infantry detachments dispatched from Britain and the entire white civilian population armed themselves,” wrote John Heminway in his book No Man’s Land. “For four years no one sat down for dinner in Kenya without a revolver by his plate.”

Declaring a state of emergency, the British government arrested Jomo Kenyatta, the well-educated and widely traveled Kikuyu leader who had returned to Kenya to unleash the Mau Mau insurgency among his Kikuyu tribesmen and who rightly believed the European farmers had stolen the most precious resource: their land. Hunting Kenyatta down, however, took some knowledge of the local landscape. Joan Root later told a friend that one of the leaders of the manhunt was a man named Edmund Thorpe, her own adventurous but quiet and exceedingly well-mannered father. After capturing Kenyatta, the British battalions killed more than 11,000 rebels, hanging 1,000 and sending  150,000 to prison camps, compared with only 30 Europeans killed in the “emergency” before the British quelled the revolt in 1960.

Although they repressed the uprising with brute force, the British realized that they could not sustain white rule in Kenya, and in 1960 they conceded that Kenya’s leaders should be elected according to the principle of one man, one vote. Kenyatta was released from prison in 1961, and a year later, he negotiated the terms that led to Kenya’s independence in 1963. Kenyatta became the leader of the new nation.

Joan Root’s father, Edmund Thorpe, would write later of the futility of the bloodbath in a letter: “When the British arrived, the Kikuyu were a small tribe hiding in the Aberdare and Mount Kenya forests being decimated by the Maasai from the south and Somali from the north. To stop this, Britain put a line of farms in the no-man’s-land to stop the raids. In no way were the Kikuyu great warriors and would have been obliterated if the raids had not been stopped. They were despised by all other tribes when I got to Kenya in 1928. Of course, this is no longer true because they have bred up to be the largest tribe and they are clever.”

Kenyatta turned out to be a pragmatic leader: He included non-Kikuyus and even whites in his administration and turned Kenya into something of an oasis of political stability and economic power. Meanwhile, he remained true to his Mau Mau roots. “When the missionaries arrived, the Africans had the land, and the missionaries had the Bible,” he once said. “They taught us how to pray with our eyes closed. When we opened them, they had the land, and we had the Bible.”

Many black Kenyans believe that their country never truly reverted to African hands, and they still feel enslaved to the colonial system and British rule, which left a festering wound that has yet to heal. Such was the feeling in the country at the time of Joan’s death; indeed, many believed it may have contributed to her murder. But the world she was born into in 1936, nearly twenty years before the Rebellion, was very different.
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Joan Wells-Thorpe was born in Nairobi on January 18 and taken home to the mud hut where her parents were living while building a house on their coffee farm. Her father, Edmund, was the son of a British yachting family, and he had taken off from gray, cold Devon, England, in 1928, after deciding that he’d had enough of his drab job with National Westminster Bank. An adventure gene raged through the Thorpe family, and when Edmund and his brother, Richard, reached their twenties, they immediately followed their lifelong dream of setting out for the colonies. Richard went to India to raise tea. Edmund chose Kenya.

Stately, bespectacled, sweet, and soft-spoken Edmund Thorpe lived a wild life and died on March 1, 1997. Like so many British pioneers, Edmund always stressed that he had come to Kenya to work, not play. “Survived the Depression panning for gold,” he wrote in an undated résumé. In 1929, a year after his arrival, he enlisted in the Kenya Defense Force. Marauding gangs of poachers had been routinely raiding the bush, killing everything in sight and hauling away game. With only a handful of other wardens and a few native Kenyan scouts, Edmund brought poaching under control. Given the countless times he had escaped violent death, Edmund liked to tell friends that he was protected by a guardian angel.

On his résumé, Edmund related a few of his adventures—how he swept the oceans for mines; worked as a part-time policeman in a savage country where bandits were murdering schoolchildren; posed as a playboy on a yacht while actually serving as a naval military spy; and finally settled down to start a family. In 1933 he married Lillian Walker, a white South African. She complemented Edmund perfectly, keeping him organized, handling the follow-through, making him a home to return to from his endless adventures.

Eventually, Edmund decided to enter the coffee business. He and a partner bought a derelict 240-acre estate in the high, lush coffee country outside Nairobi, then subdivided it into approximately twenty-acre estates. Edmund kept three of the estates for himself, for a total of sixty-five acres, along with a coffee factory beside a river, and called his farm Lyntano. He planted thirty-nine thousand coffee trees and later  claimed that every growing season, he had a mile of coffee beans drying out on tables and a hundred workers harvesting them in the sun.

For him, Kenya was paradise. “I could swim in the Indian Ocean, fish in a primeval stream, or camp just below snowline,” he once told an interviewer. Hippos and crocs lived in his garden, as did sunbirds, cranes, and all kinds of monkeys. It was such an evocative landscape that Tarzan films were shot beside the river that ran through Edmund’s acreage. (In one movie, however, Tarzan wore rubber booties and had to be assisted as he swung on fern-covered wire “vines.” Edmund Thorpe was, by contrast, the real adventure man.)

One idyllic afternoon when Edmund and Lillian were picnicking on Crescent Island, a verdant peninsula that juts out into Lake Naivasha and is situated an hour and a half outside Nairobi, they conceived their only child. Thus began the circle of Joan Root’s life on the lake, where she was born and where she would die. From the moment of her birth, Joan’s life was unlike those of other little girls. “A friend had left me Mabel, a big red monkey with very long arms,” Edmund later told a newspaper reporter. “She’d steal kittens, puppies, anything young. One day someone happened to glance in Joan’s room, and there was Mabel, perched in the window, holding Joan. We exchanged our baby for a banana.”

They never really got her back. From that day forward, Joan Thorpe would remain in the arms of the wild.

 



 



 



In a country where little child-rearing advice was available, Edmund and Lillian turned to the published advice of authorities who advocated a regime that emphasized self-reliance, wherein you did not comfort a crying baby no matter how much it howled. Baby Joan would lie awake crying in her crib for hours on end, but nobody was allowed to intercede. She grew up wailing for attention that she never received, until she finally quit crying forever. As she grew into adolescence and then young adulthood, Joan became increasingly unwilling to show weakness or ask for help.

She grew up in the wild, where even as a small child, she accompanied her father on his safaris. By then Edmund had become a professional hunter, leading tourists into the bush. His expeditions stretched from Kenya to Uganda and Tanganyika (now divided into Tanzania, Rwanda, and Burundi). One day, with the sound of rifles ringing in his ears, he had a brainstorm: Why not trade the guns for cameras? Just like that, Africa’s earliest photo safaris were born. He advertised them as Kenya Thru the Lens.

The photo safaris were audacious in size and scope: twenty days, twenty-one clients per tour, two thousand dollars per person, including airfare from New York. They were such a hit that Edmund couldn’t handle the business alone. He enlisted the help of his wife, who organized the tours and supervised the details. Soon the size and scope of the expeditions grew, until at the end clients were so exhausted by the wonders they’d seen—each day packed with up-close encounters with elephants, hippos, lions, crocodiles, giraffes, and rhinos, on the peaks of Africa’s jagged volcanoes and in the valleys of its sprawling, barren plains—that they practically had to be shoveled into their airplane seats and shipped back home.

As the photo-safari business continued to grow, Edmund and Lillian reached a point of exhaustion. Desperately needing more help, they eventually turned to the most reliable, detail-oriented, stoic individual they knew: their daughter. She was nineteen by then, tall, attractive, intelligent, fluent in French from the years she had spent in a Swiss boarding school, yet most at home in the African bush. However, her strict, unpampered childhood had left her painfully shy, and she was uncomfortable around people, preferring the company of animals.

After being “finished” in Switzerland, she had come back to Kenya and gone to work. Few people in the white community of Kenya continued their education in those days, because there were plenty of jobs available. For four years she worked as a secretary for Shell Oil in Nairobi. Then her father made her a proposition: Help me with the photo safaris now, when we can teach you the business, and one day the company will be yours. Joan happily went to work for her parents in the role that would come to define her: chief in charge. She did everything  effortlessly—drew up the itineraries, coordinated the tourists’ arrivals and departures, handled the staff, bought food and supplies and oversaw setup and preparation, managed the caravan of Land Rovers (the one she drove had a roof rack covered with straw and filled with cages of cackling chickens—fresh meat and eggs for the clients), helped erect the tents, tended the fire, cooked the food, loaded the cameras, even pointed out the animals—in short, everything except click the shutters of the clients’ cameras.


 


Driving east across the Serengeti, with frequent stops for game photography, we climb to accommodations in a well-appointed safari lodge on the lofty rim of vast Ngorongoro Crater, another of the principal strongholds of Africa’s wildlife. A full day will be spent on the crater floor, reached by a spectacular descent over switchbacks cut into the crater walls. In addition to the predictable animal photography awaiting us at Ngorongoro, we may also encounter our first manyattas [community dwellings] of the nomadic Masai tribesmen.

—brochure copy for Kenya Thru the Lens

 



The brochure put it mildly. The Ngorongoro Crater, located in the highlands of northern Tanzania, is known as Africa’s Eden. Ngorongoro is believed to have the greatest concentration of wildlife on the continent—leopard, lion, cheetah, eland, black rhino, golden jackal, Thomson’s gazelle, lappet-faced vulture—all within the confines of a vast collapsed volcano, a walled enclave approximately the size of Paris. At its northern edge is the Olduvai Gorge, ninety yards deep and thirty miles long, which leads to the Serengeti, the area of endless yellow plains famous for their thunderous wildlife migrations, including the annual migration of almost a million wildebeests.

“These Americans are a very pleasant bunch, and they’re enjoying the trip,” Joan wrote one day in 1960 as she was shepherding a photo safari in Uganda. “The roof rack on the Land Rover is a success. It was good riddance to that trailer! I’m not getting tired driving. In fact, I’m enjoying it better than when I just sit.”

She was always doing the driving, leading the caravan, leading everything, until, one rainy day in Africa’s Eden, she met Alan Root. Later, Alan would say that he had already spotted Joan in and around Nairobi but that he had never known how to get her attention. He finally had his chance.

 



 



 



Alan Root felt that he had been born anew as soon as he set foot in Kenya at age ten. From that moment on, neither he nor the African bush would ever be the same. Alan was a rare combination of wit and intelligence, a natural-born comedian, always dominating a crowd. A full-out daredevil, he feared neither man nor beast, and he took pleasure in teasing and testing both. As John Heminway would write of him, in his book No Man’s Land, “He is the success story of the bush. Much to the pleasure and anguish of his friends, he remains the absolute eccentric, the clown, the daredevil, the mimic, the misanthrope, the life of the party, the irrepressible idealist of nature. . . . He will die for a sequence in a film, a joke, a game of tennis. In short, Alan is so consumed by living that every day requires some proof that he has cheated death.”

In contrast to Joan, who still wasn’t sure where she wanted to go in life, Alan had decided his own destiny not long after he landed in Kenya. He was the son of a Cockney meatpacker who had emigrated from the London area to run a slaughterhouse and meatpacking factory in Nairobi. Alan determined early on that his life would be dedicated to  living animals. His wildlife education began with the tiniest creatures—insects, reptiles, birds.

The Roots lived on the Athi Plain, at the edge of Nairobi National Park, where, Alan’s father wrote, on a clear day you look out the windows onto the snows of Mount Kenya on one side and the snows of Kilimanjaro on the other. On weekends, Alan spent every spare moment in the bush with the Kamba, the hunter tribesmen and women who worked as cooks and gardeners in his parents’ house. Soon the British boy was as at home in the wild as they were. He grew smart, strong, and  handsome, his hair bleached blond by the sun and his future shaped by his experiences in nature—not merely observing animals but collecting them. “Root’s Reptiles” was one of his early exhibitions at the Prince of Wales School in Nairobi, where he attended classes usually with a snake in his pocket and a practical joke on his mind. Crazy, funny, wild, taunting—that was Alan Root.

Collecting animals evolved into filming them with an eight-millimeter Bolex, which he focused on snakes and rhinos. He called his product a home movie, and one night he showed it to a small audience at the Nairobi Museum. Afterward, he was introduced to an East African Airways pilot and amateur wildlife photographer who asked if Alan would like to help with a film project that the pilot wanted to do but was short on time. Would he! With a borrowed camera, Alan made his first real film, about a bird called the lily-trotter, which spends its life on mammoth purple-flowered lily pads on Lake Naivasha. With their striking brown, white, and yellow plumage, these small birds have extremely long toes and claws that distribute their weight over a large surface area and enable them to walk on the lilies. Alan camped for weeks in a tent beside the lake and marked his days by recording the activities of the lily-trotters. By capturing them unobtrusively in their natural habitat, without human interference, Alan discovered what would become his trademark style.

Soon the lily-trotter footage caught the attention of another pair of potential patrons, Armand Denis and his beautiful blond wife, Michaela, the reigning king and queen of wildlife filmmaking in the 1950s and early 1960s. Their BBC series of half-hour-long programs, called On Safari, was more about them than the animals, however—Michaela once said on camera that she would never get into a crocodile-infested river before applying her eyebrow pencil—so they relied on bush cameramen to provide their animal footage.

Originally, they hired Alan not to film animals but to look after the tame ones they took with them on their travels. Then Armand Denis mentioned he wanted footage of an egg-eating snake, and not only did Alan have an egg-eater in his collection of reptiles, he’d already filmed  it eating an egg. When he saw Alan’s home movie, Armand Denis said, “What the hell are you doing looking after animals? Why aren’t you filming them?”

They stationed Alan as an assistant to their cameraman, Des Bartlett, in the Serengeti, where he quickly met an even bigger supporter: Dr. Bernhard Grzimek, whose 1956 film, No Place for Wildlife, was a manifesto against safari hunting in the Belgian Congo and was regarded as perhaps the first conservation film. Grzimek was visiting the Serengeti with his son, Michael, and they were looking for a knowledgeable cameraman for a film project. After Alan was recommended by the local game warden, the Grzimeks asked the young cameraman if he would film the migration paths within the Serengeti for them. The resulting film, Serengeti Shall Not Die, won the 1959 Academy Award for Best Documentary. Twenty-two-year-old Alan Root was credited as cameraman.

Then Joan Thorpe drove into his life.

 



 



 



On this particular day, Alan was filming, knee-deep in the Ngorongoro mud. Suddenly, the Thru the Lens convoy rolled past, heading up to the top of the Ngorongoro Crater, where the group would stay for the night. As he looked up, something incredible flashed across the viewfinder of his camera: the tall twenty-one-year-old blonde driving the Land Rover. Alan watched Joan climb out of her vehicle, dressed in khaki shorts and a short-sleeved shirt, as beautiful as anything he’d ever seen. When she signed the group in at the visitors’ book, Alan made his move: “Hi, I’m Alan Root.” Just then, her parents walked up and invited the young man to join the group for dinner.

Joan must have already known who Alan was, but she hadn’t spoken to him before. She listened while he introduced himself to the others in the camp, telling them who he was and where he’d been. Being Alan, he threw in a joke or two. The others laughed appreciatively, but from Joan, nothing. She was too shy for small talk, especially with strangers. Over drinks and dinner, Alan was utterly charming. He seemed to  know everything about the crater and every animal in it. All those around the campfire listened eagerly as he told of his adventures in the wild. From Joan, still nothing, not even a smile. An occasional “oh” was all she said, if that. When they finally sat down to dinner, Alan managed to find a seat next to her.

At one point in the evening, Edmund mentioned that he wouldn’t be needing Joan to drive in the morning, as most everybody would be staying in camp. He suggested that she take the day off. Alan deftly made his move. Why don’t you take the day off with me? he suggested. He added that he’d pick her up in the morning and they could drive into the crater together.

 



 



 



Alan was so nervous the next morning that he forgot he had stored a pound of butter in his glove compartment the previous night. As he and Joan drove down the winding switchbacks into the Ngorongoro Crater and the temperature soared, the melting butter began dripping onto Joan’s long, shapely legs. Accustomed to the unexpected things that happen on African safaris, Joan calmly did her best to wipe off the butter. Alan couldn’t help but stare down at those glistening legs as he apologized for his forgetfulness and tried to shift his focus to the passing lions and buffalo and the grazing herds of wildebeest below. Meanwhile, he kept doing what he did best: talking.

He told her how he had come to Kenya with his family and how they had then moved to Rhodesia, where his father ran another slaughterhouse. But his mother and father weren’t getting along too well, so he moved with his sister and mother back to Nairobi in 1951.

Joan nodded and smiled occasionally but said nothing.

He told her about his duty in the Kenya Regiment when the anti-British revolt known as the Mau Mau uprising happened, and he put on a uniform and was sent to hunt down fugitives in the Aberdare mountain forest. He didn’t catch any Mau Mau, but he did manage to raise a bongo—the only one in captivity at the time.

She looked over and nodded. Like everyone in Nairobi, she knew  that Alan had raised a bongo, the most elusive animal in the East African bush. The large Kenyan species of the chestnut-colored antelope, with bright white stripes and lyre-shaped horns, was rarely seen and had seldom been captured alive until a friend of Alan’s found an orphaned baby in a snare and brought it to him. It was such a precious find that Alan kept the bongo in his bedroom, and from there he traveled with it to the Cleveland Zoo, which paid him a lavish sum of eleven hundred pounds for the animal and made him a local celebrity.

Alan still lived with his mother and sister in a very rustic house. His bedroom had mud walls, a thatched roof, and a dirt floor. So his mother didn’t really mind that he kept a bongo in his bedroom. And she was used to animals in the house. He even kept a baboon in there until the ape became a bit overaggressive and made a pass at his mom.

He glanced over at Joan again. She still hadn’t said one damn word.

Now he was collecting all sorts of animals to sell to zoos, and filming them. That had become his real career. He told her about his friendship with Michael Grzimek, who had died recently in a plane crash. From now on, Alan said, his mission would be to capture the essence of Africa on film. Not the typical staged, saccharine version. He wanted to capture the glorious continent’s animals in full roar, without any technical fakery. Whether or not Joan was impressed, she didn’t say, just kept staring straight ahead.

She was, Alan would soon learn, engaged to be married to a young man in Nairobi named Ted Goss.

They spent most of the rest of the drive in silence. Alan knew “Goosey-Goss,” as his friend Ian Parker said he had been called in school. How the hell had Ted Goss ever gotten Joan Thorpe? In years to come, Ted Goss would become a legendary game warden, instrumental in saving Tsavo National Park (East Africa’s largest) from poachers, and known for fighting gangs who decimated herds of elephants with everything from AK-47s to rocket-launched grenades. But back then, in the early 1960s, Goss was just another big, burly white Kenyan looking for a break. And he had landed Joan Thorpe! Alan realized he would have to find a way to win her over, to break through her shyness.

[image: 002]

Soon the photographic safari moved on, leaving Alan stuck once again in the mud of the Ngorongoro Crater, still filming, but now obsessing over the woman who had just driven away. The two of them would make a perfect pair, though he couldn’t have known that he needed her much more than she needed him. She was organized; he flew by the seat of his pants. She handled details and logistics with ease; he was a big-picture guy. She was a skilled producer, able to do everything at once; he was a natural-born star. He would just have to find a way to get her.

Not long afterward an animal appeared, as it always would for Alan, to give him his lucky break. Looking for locations for future photo safaris, Joan and her father had driven to Wamba in the northern frontier district, one of the country’s most remote and inaccessible wildlife preserves. This beautiful mountainous landscape—dissected by rivers, home to the peaceful, hospitable Samburu tribe—was perfect for camel expeditions, and Edmund and Joan knew it would make an incredible photo-safari destination.

They were scouting for potential campsites when they heard a cry coming out of a well, one of the wide and deep waterholes the Samburu tribesmen dug to catch water for their cattle and camels.

They walked over to the well and peered in, only to discover an oil-black three-week-old abandoned baby elephant stuck in the mud.

Aided by a team of Samburu tribesmen, they managed to pull it from the well, but the rescue was only a first step. In those years, no baby elephant had been successfully raised by a human. Feeding a baby elephant was next to impossible because elephant’s milk contains a vastly higher percentage of fat than cow’s milk, and you couldn’t milk an elephant. (This was long before the great naturalist Daphne Sheldrick invented the formula that replicated an elephant mother’s milk.)

Nevertheless, Joan was hell-bent on saving her find. Constant contact with its mother is essential for a baby elephant, so Joan became a surrogate mother for this one, which she named Bundu, the Bantu word for “wilderness.” She lived with Bundu on a pile of hay in a storeroom  outside her father’s house. Every night Joan slept with the animal, feeding it with a giant baby bottle, never leaving its side.

In the white community of Nairobi, everyone knows everything about everybody. So it was natural that Alan would hear about Joan’s attempt to raise a baby elephant, and just as natural that he would rush to give her a hand. If anyone could help her save Bundu, he could. Alan not only helped her feed and care for the baby elephant. Most important, he helped Joan love it. For four weeks, Joan never left the little creature’s side. But just for a moment she did.

Alan was away, and Joan had an urgent errand to run. She told her father’s stable keeper that she would be right back; under no circumstances was he to break the chain of human contact, not even for a moment. But most African men don’t hug elephants, and once Joan was gone, the young man let go. When Joan returned, Bundu was dying.

“Oh,” Joan must have said, “oh,” over and over again, and in that single word she expressed all her anguish and grief. The day the baby elephant died, she must have said it many times in her soft, barely audible voice. Then, for the first time in a very long time, she must have cried, and Alan didn’t turn away. Nature had taken the baby elephant from Joan, but it gave her Alan Root.

As for Ted Goss, he was history, if their engagement had ever really begun. According to a friend, it was a lark after one of her friends had gotten engaged on a vacation when Joan and several friends had taken a trip to the Kenyan coast, and Joan had thought she should get engaged, too. Ted Goss had simply seized the moment. The love she found with Alan was real, sparked by sudden loss and by a deep kinship between two nature lovers, neither of whom had ever known true romantic love. It was an attraction of two opposites who, together, made a whole. Everything Joan was not—outgoing, extroverted, silly, utterly incautious—Alan was in spades. She would later claim that she loved Alan from the moment she met him, and much, much more as she got to know him. She had just been far too shy and overwhelmed when they first met to show it. She loved his flamboyancy, the way he took the stage, the way he was always the center of attention—which meant that she didn’t have to be. She loved propping him up, protecting him,  propelling him to places he might never have gone alone. No one else understood her the way Alan did, she would later say. They didn’t have to talk about their love. Like the nonverbal communication between animals, it was just there—deep, primal.
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