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All About the Ungulates





A man called Motke Bartov, then engaged in a count of animals in the Wadi Parek of southern Israel (this was February 1957), made the first sighting. It was dusk when he made it and the light was bad, so he wasn’t sure what it was. He decided to lay up for the night in a hide he had made and see if he couldn’t get another look in the morning. In the morning he got another look, but it was no better and he still couldn’t say what he’d seen. It wasn’t quite a goat or an antelope or a deer. There was a feeding group of six of the animals, very nervous. When he tried to get closer they fled.


In the course of the day he went to Beersheba and phoned Major General Naftali Mor, who was his boss on the project, and told him about it. Major General Mor, a famous poacher in his day, had a wider practical knowledge of the wildlife of the country than anybody else, but he couldn’t say what the animal was either. He thought Motke might have been fooled by the early stages of horn production in fallow deer. Motke swore it was no fallow deer he had seen.


‘So wait a minute, Motke, let’s have a look,’ the general said and got some books down. After a few minutes he picked up the phone and said, ‘How did that horn structure go again, Motke?’


Motke told him. He said it was lyre-shaped as in antelopes, but looped as in goats, or it might have been branched as in deer. ‘That’s how I couldn’t tell if it was a goat, an antelope, or a deer,’ Motke said. ‘Only what I think now,’ he added, suddenly realizing the strange tone in the general’s voice and worried by it, ‘is that all I saw was a bunch of Gazella gazella that were feeding on saltbush, and what is making the difficulty with the horns is that saltbush is stuck there. This is what I am now sure of,’ Motke said. ‘So how is everything there?’


‘Where were the terminals of the horns, Motke?’


‘Where the saltbush is stuck. At the back.’


‘It’s important, Motke. Did the loop go forward or back?’


Motke thought about it. ‘I don’t think there was any loop,’ he said, worried, ‘I think what there is is saltbush. Whatever it is, it’s at the back.’


‘Were there females there?’ the general said in the same strange tone.


‘Yes, there were females.’


‘How could you tell the females?’


‘They were smaller. They had smaller horn structures. Also they ran first.’


‘How big was the animal altogether?’


‘It wasn’t big. It was small for a gazelle. It’s why I thought it was a goat. What is it?’ Motke said.


‘I don’t know. But what I want you to do,’ the general said, ‘is run out and buy some alfalfa and get back to that wadi with it as fast as you can. Spread the alfalfa and let the air get at it. But don’t spread too much. And use gloves. This is a fantastic animal, Motke.’


‘What is?’ Motke said.


‘It’s early to say. Is your hide up or down?’


‘It’s up, on a hill.’


‘Make another. Make it low, down in the wadi. Use the upper hide in the evening when the air currents are rising, and before dawn get down to the lower one. It scented you, Motke – this is what made it nervous. The animal has fantastic scent.’


‘What animal are we talking about?’ Motke said.


‘As yet,’ the general said, ‘I couldn’t hazard a guess.’ He could, but he thought there was a good chance of making a fool of himself. So all he said was, ‘Better see to everything quickly, Motke. Ill try to be with you tomorrow – maybe even today.’


But the general didn’t get to Motke that day. Before he went to the Wadi Parek he wanted as much information as possible on what he was looking for, and at the moment he had hardly any. The Nature Reserves Authority, which he headed, hadn’t been running long and was short of everything, including books. He’d looked at Tristram’s Holy Land Fauna and some other works in German and French, Huebschner’s and Lepadière’s. Tristram hadn’t mentioned what he wanted, and Huebschner and Lepadière said it was extinct. He knew it was extinct himself. Everybody knew it was extinct. He saw there was such a good chance of making a fool of himself that when he went down to the Weizmann Institute of Science at Rehovot – which he did about ten minutes after the phone conversation with Motke – he didn’t tell them what he was looking for, either. He simply went to the zoological section and breezed about the shelves trying not to look like a poacher or a general but a busy student of zoology.


On the shelves of the Weizmann Institute the nature of the Creation was laid out in a scientific and orderly manner. That part of it that was vertebrate was divided into five classes, and the one the general wanted was mammals. There were nineteen orders of mammals. The Artiodactyla was the one required, and, nosing around, he saw that it ran to nine families divided into eighty genera, which were subdivided into 195 species. By this time the general thought Motke was making rather a hell of a lot of trouble down there at the Wadi Parek, but he persevered.


The Artiodactyla comprised the order of even-toed ungulates, hoofed animals, among them the deer. The general didn’t think it was a deer now but he had a look, all the same. Then he turned to some other families of the order. He turned to the family Bovidae. This family comprised the even-toed, ungulate, cud-chewing, permanent-horned Artiodactyla: the sheep, cattle, goats, and antelopes. He thought he could skip the cattle and the sheep, but he went through the goats and antelopes with a fine-toothed comb. He came to the subgroup Gazella. There was the Dorcas gazelle, the Persian, the Mongolian, the Saiga, Grant’s, Thomson’s, Smith’s …


The general ran into a difficulty. The older classic works did not mention the species he sought. The newer ones said it was extinct. There seemed to have been no golden period for the animal when it was actually observed to be in existence. The general had the exasperating impression of having glimpsed it, as if in a rear-view mirror, just one moment too late, as it sank on its ungulate feet from the battle for survival. And he was aware again, as he’d often been before, that despite the formidable massed volumes of the libraries of the world, knowledge of things was sketchy, scholarship a patchy business.


Yet there’d been an awareness of this animal. He could recall scraps of lore himself – from cigarette cards, perhaps, cadged from British soldiers in boyhood? A phantom image remained with him of an ‘artist’s impression’ of a small beast with racing-bicycle type horns peering from a coloured card. He could even recall the back of the card: ‘Game Animals of the World: one of a series of 50.’ And under it, ‘Issued by W.D. and H.O. Wills, Ltd., Bristol, England.’ It had been a rather fabled animal, a slightly improbable animal. Some trace of this impression seemed, indeed, to be hinted at in the academic works that mentioned  it. One carried a thumbnail drawing of the bicycle-type horns, cautiously subscribed ‘Field Sketch Only.’ And the accompanying remarks noted that the species was ‘said to have been’ this or ‘alleged to have been’ that. Who had made the field sketch, and who had made the allegations?


It was now quite late in the afternoon and the general was hungry and tired. But he went carefully back over the works consulted in search of any small item he might have overlooked. In only one of them, Boignier’s five-volume Fauna Orientalis, could he find anything at all worth pursuing. This was a reference to the ‘Proceedings of the Royal Zoological Society [d’Angleterre]’ of 1867. The general was rather desolate as he reviewed this solitary item, and he had a feeling, more lowering than ever after his day’s labours, that there was something absurd about the research. But to the best of his knowledge he was not known in the library, so as a last throw he went to the librarian on duty and asked if the Proceedings of the RZS were kept there. The librarian was a little old man in an alpaca jacket with a wry-neck and bottle glasses and he looked suspiciously at the general as he said that they were.


‘I want the Proceedings for 1867.’


‘No good. Only from 1930.’


The general turned away, strangely relieved.


‘What is it? Maybe I can help.’


‘It’s of no importance. A certain species.’


‘What species? There’s every species here.’


‘A gazelle.’


‘Which gazelle? There are lots of gazelles.’


The librarian had a loud voice, and heads had turned. ‘Gazella smithii,’ the general said in an undertone, but scientifically.


‘Smith’s gazelle! What, you think it’s turned up in one of your reserves, General?’


The jovial uproar had turned more heads and the general changed colour. He said, ‘It was for comparative work, of no importance, nothing,’ and made for the door.


‘Smith’s gazelle – wait. I remember indexing an item once. Wasn’t it supposed to be an animal of the area, after all?’


‘Of the Sinai,’ the general said.


‘Exactly. The Sinai isn’t local enough for you, General?’ The general had commanded a tank force in Sinai the previous year, 1956. ‘I’m almost sure it was in Special Collections.’


The Special Collections index was behind the desk, and the man fingered through it. ‘As I thought. Draft notes for a monograph and some other papers. Mendelsohn has them.’


‘Mendelsohn?’


‘Professor Mendelsohn, next door. It’s late now. Do you want me to phone for you?’


‘Don’t bother.’


‘What bother? It’s no bother. I can phone.’


‘Very kind,’ the general said, and waited by the desk while the man did so, at full volume. He learned, and all the library learned, that Professor Mendelsohn was abroad but that one of his research students was still in the building.


The student promised to search out the papers, and General Mor went to collect them. He found that the papers originated in the early 1860s in England. He took them home with him that night and read them.
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In the early 1860s The Times and other newspapers in England raised a considerable outcry at the insanitary conditions and the accelerating decay of several Christian shrines in Jerusalem. The Turkish authorities replied that the ancient underground waterways of the city were to blame, but that to repair them would call first of all for an exploratory survey of almost insuperable difficulty, for which, anyway, no funds were available at the moment.


This reply failed to give satisfaction in England. Charles Dickens interested himself in the matter, and a friend of his, Miss (later Baroness) Angela Burdett Coutts, of the family of the firm of private bankers Coutts & Co., approached the British army to see what advice and assistance it could offer. The army said it could itself undertake the subterranean exploration, but not out of public funds and only at the invitation of the Turkish authorities. Miss Burdett Coutts approached the Turkish authorities and started a private fund. In 1864, the ‘Palestine Exploration Fund’ was able to send a party of Royal Engineers under the command of Captain (later Sir) Charles Wilson to start the survey.


Captain Wilson set about his task with energy and enthusiasm, sinking shafts and driving tunnels everywhere under the Holy City. (The technical reports of his party, ‘models of painstaking accuracy’ in the words of a modern archeologist, have formed the basis for most latter-day archaeology in the area.) In the first year enormous advances were made in both sanitation and scholarship, Captain Wilson himself making several notable discoveries, the most important his identification of the so-called Tyropean Bridge that linked the Temple with a forum below – still today known as Wilson’s Arch. But his aide, Lieutenant George Lucie Smith, ran him a close second.


Somewhat perturbed by the interest aroused in this part of their empire, and also rather jealous, the Turks in time decided to circumscribe the activities of the Royal Engineers, limiting them more closely to the actual drainage. In the winter of 1865, when rain and extensive flooding stopped work, Lieutenant Smith, by this time bored with drains, asked permission to make a trip into the Sinai desert to see what the rain had brought up there. A keen naturalist, he backed up his request with a letter from the Royal Horticultural Society in England, soliciting information on certain varieties of the plant sedum thought to be indigenous to this desert. After some delay permission was reluctantly granted, and in January 1866 Smith set off for Sinai accompanied by two camels, two servants, and a troop of Turkish soldiers.


Smith’s interest in Sinai was not, however, wholly horticultural. Disgusted by the corruption of Turkish rule, he had formed the opinion that British would be better, and his main object in visiting Sinai was to survey it with a view to a military operation. In the desert he soon lost his Turkish escort, and for the next nine weeks hurried from one end of the peninsula to the other, mapping it. (His survey, no less accurate than that of the Jerusalem drainage system earlier, was much appreciated by General Allenby and his army when they passed that way fifty years later.)


This energetic young man, not quite twenty-four, still found time to make some observations of the flora and fauna of the region. He collected several varieties of the plant sedum together with specimens of its sodden seed which had not germinated from the previous year, and sent them to England, where at Kew and at the Society’s grounds, then at Chiswick, half a dozen of the seeds were coaxed into life. (Only one proved to be new to science. Specimens of its progeny, sedum coeruleum smithii, the blue stone-crop, are today to be found all over the world in the ‘hot, dry positions’ recommended by the seedsmen.) He also found a dwarf variety of opuntia, the fig cactus, which did not, however, remain dwarfed away from its habitat. And he found Smith’s gazelle.


Smith’s gazelle, when news of it reached the Royal Zoological Society, evoked much interest. There were several unique features about it, and he was asked if he would address the Society and write a monograph on the subject. By this time (it was 1867), the Turks had had enough of Smith and asked for his recall. Smith went, with his notes. For several weeks in the autumn of 1867, while on leave at his family home at York, and at his club, the United Service in Pall Mall, Smith worked at his compendious notes – for the General Staff Geographical Section, the Royal Horticultural Society, and the Royal Zoological Society. The latter had not yet accepted his new species, which was a matter for the classification committee, who in turn awaited his monograph and his lecture, both announced (in the Proceedings of the Society for 1867) for the following April.


Smith was unable to keep to these commitments, however. Relieved for so long from the general list, he was abruptly placed back on it when trouble developed in Ethiopia, where the Negus had imprisoned the British consul. A British expeditionary force under General Sir Robert Napier was sent to the country on January 2, 1868, and Smith went with it. He was killed during the attack on Magdala on April 13, which was also his twenty-sixth birthday.


Smith’s notes, left behind in a large War Offiice folder at the United Service Club, were sent by club officials to the War Office, where the contents were immediately given a Confidential classification by the Geographical Section. All requests by the two learned societies for the original papers were refused (Smith’s horticultural, zoological, and military observations being, apparently, inextricably mixed). The relevant information was abstracted, however, and copies sent to the societies. This satisfied the Royal Horticultural (who had, after all, received specimens) but not the Royal Zoological, whose classification committee had begun to evince some scepticism. Smith’s approach to the animal world, strangely at odds with his sharp eye for a plant or a drain, fell some way short of the scientific. His description of the gazelle, ‘a handsome little beast with an expression of Madame Patti,’ was found by T. H. Huxley to be ‘offensive and, I should say, improbable.’ The committee quietly shelved the matter. (But a journalistic Fellow of the Society, in anticipation of the lecture, had meanwhile placed a couple of articles in Blackwood’s and The Morning Post, which duly appeared, the latter adorned by the Fellow’s rendering of Smith’s rapid sketch of the bicycle horns – thus starting the ‘handsome little beast’ on its career.)


Smith’s original papers remained in the War Office files for fifty-five years, until 1923, when, under the direction of Sir Ronald Storrs, the British mandatory authority for Palestine began organizing the first modem survey of the country. In that year the file was signed out of the War Office in London and signed in by the Survey Office in Jerusalem. It remained there for another twenty-five years, until 1948, when the Israeli War of Independence brought about its further transfer to Tel-Aviv and the Israel Government Survey Department.


Here, with several tons of other mandatory papers, it quietly mouldered until the mid-1950s, when it was finally sorted. Those observations of Smith’s that were broadly geographical were retained by the Survey Department, those that were botanical sent to Professor Volcani at the Volcani Institute of Agriculture, and the zoological sent to Professor Mendelsohn at the Weizmann Institute. This was the material that Major General Naftali Mor took home with him.


A handsome little beast with an expression of Madame Patti – small, I should say, for a gazelle. It tastes of turkey, Lieutenant George Lucie Smith had reminiscently written, in that year when the leaves began to fall in England and the British consul prepared to get himself arrested in Ethiopia. It is on this account very enthusiastically hunted by the Badawin who manage to inflict great losses even with their ancient muzzle-loaders. This is the more remarkable when it is considered that because of the animal’s highly developed sense of scent, much caution is needed to get within 400 yards. No great foresight is necessary to see that should those Gentlemen manage to lay hands on efficient European weapons, the Species would be wiped out in short order. This arises, in part, from a very curious detail. The Female is the larger of the sexes, and has the larger and more elaborate horn structure. Whether because of it Nature has given her some protective Male functions, or whether the additional weight makes her slower, the fact is that in flight she is to be found in the rear and is on that account very much easier to hit. The Breeding Potential is thus always at serious risk. I was able to observe for myself how, upon a Herd being startled, it was the Male that first took to its heels.


To come upon a Herd of the little creatures is a jolly sight. Fifty or sixty of them may be seen at a time browsing on the herbage brought up by the rain in the larger wadis. No larger than a well-grown Alsatian or German shepherd dog, and of about the same colouration as the paler members of that Breed, they resemble nothing so much as a Pack of Hounds at Scent. At the first hint of alarm, however, what a change! Up comes a veritable thicket of horns and in a trice they are springing off, like Macbeth’s Birnam Wood – Females unfortunately in the rear.


Late winter and early spring is a particularly favoured time of year for hunting them, since the Females are then with young, and a Badawin delicacy is unborn fawn known as ghal. I am informed that Mating takes place in November, and Kids (normally two in number) are dropped in April. The preferred method of cooking …


Smith had gone on to list several tasty ways of cooking Gazella smithii. But he had not, unfortunately, gone on to list its height, in centimetres, to the shoulder, or the length of its horns from pedicle to terminal, or the number of its teeth, or to enlarge further on that ‘very curious detail!’ of the female having the larger horn structure which had aroused such excitement in the classification committee of the RZS.


On the other hand, there was so much that was plausible in his account that it was hard simply to discount it. Just as quietly as it had been dropped, Smith’s gazelle began cautiously to reappear. Some sparse further evidence gathered. The British Arabist St John Philby supplied notes from Beduin sources that tended to confirm Smith’s description. Colonel T. E. Lawrence (of Arabia) referred to it in his correspondence with Sir Ronald Storrs. But no other European claimed to have seen it. In 1925, after the Survey of Palestine appeared, those authorities who had accepted the animal were in general agreement that it was now safely extinct. Not everybody, however, had accepted it. The RZS, whose ‘find’ it was, obstinately refused recognition for some years after 1925, and another great European society, the French Zoologique, persisted in refusing for very much longer. The academicians of the Zoologique, as one of them declared in 1948, required more evidence than ‘’ces details intéressants de la haute-cuisine arabe ‘before accepting a new species into the animal kingdom; and in the case of an animal as suspect as Smith’s, they preferred the evidence to come from a Frenchman.


In February 1957, the Zoologique was still listing 194 known even-toed ungulates, not 195.
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General Mor sped down to the Negev the next after noon with his Hasselblad camera, some high-speed film, and his night glasses. The situation at the Wadi Parek was not encouraging. A pack of jackals had been about and had frightened off the normal feeders.


The general swore. ‘Are the jackals still here?’


‘They were this morning,’ Motke said. ‘I think they were passing. They didn’t come to the wadi anyway.’


The general looked at Motke and pondered. He didn’t want to tell anybody yet. He decided he had better tell Motke.


Motke didn’t at first seem to know whether he was being told a joke or not. Then his lip quivered, and he said, ‘General, I’m sorry I even mentioned it. I know what it was. I’m quite certain what it was.’


‘Something like this?’ the general said. He’d made a sketch of the bicycle horns.


‘Absolutely not,’ Motke said.


‘So we’ll see.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Motke said.


The general inspected the arrangements Motke had made with regard to the hides and the alfalfa, and made a few changes. At about five o’clock they went to the upper hide and hid in it.


There was no sound of jackals that evening. During the brief dusk and for an hour or two afterwards several animals appeared silently at the wadi and fed. But the six gazelles did not appear. They waited until eight o’clock and then gave up. The general glumly made coffee. Motke replenished the alfalfa, and later they had a meal and slept for a few hours. An hour before dawn they got up and went down to the wadi.


In the hour before dawn it was cold in the wadi and they sat in the hide with their collars up and their hands in their armpits. The hours after dusk had not been silent. Animals had cried. Rocks had cooled and cracked like pistol shots. But now it was silent and the cold air still. As the dawn came and the tired landscape glimmered back into another day, the animals appeared again. They came in ones and twos, intent backs descending the slope into the wadi. Seen now from below, the creatures showed first against the skyline as shapes from dreams, fantastic conceptions of horn and ear. Watching them, though he knew in his heart he was doomed to disappointment, the general was moved. From boyhood he had been enthralled by the mystery of animals. He watched for several minutes and then he felt the short hairs at the back of his neck bristle and he said very softly, ‘Oh, my God.’ There on the skyline, descending one after the other, came the unbelievable heads of a troupe of extinct animals. One extinct animal, the general counted, and two, and three, and four, and five. He waited, but there were no more than five. Scarcely daring to breathe, he whispered into Motke’s ear, ‘You said there were six.’


‘There were six.


‘There are five.’


‘But there were six.’


Moving with marvellous delicacy the five extinct gazelles picked their way between the boulders of the slope and commenced to graze in the wadi. The general raised his camera, but fearful that even the quiet shutter blind of the Hasselblad would go off like a landslide in the silence of the wadi, he lowered it again. Another time, he thought. Not this time. This time he was afraid that if he so much as blinked the whole scene would vanish, the gazelles return to extinction. He sat and stared at them with utter fascination. There were three males and two females. He saw that the horn structure of the female, though in outline similar to the bicycle horns of the sketch, was not, as in the sketch, top-heavy. Some adjustment of muscle and sinew enabled it to be carried by the living animal as lightly and elegantly as a tiara. The lyre shape, instead of ending in two simple upward points, described a forward loop, returning inside the lyre to end in points at the rear. It gave the animal a somewhat rapt and inquiring stance.


General Mor sat in a state of wonder in the Wadi Parek. He couldn’t have been more bemused if a small herd of pterodactyl had come to join them. Very softly now, he could hear the sound of the gazelles feeding. They were tugging and munching, gently snorting over the alfalfa. They did this for twenty minutes and ate it all up and went As the wadi lightened, all the creatures went. The general looked after them. ‘Motke,’ he said, rubbing his temples, ‘what a most extraordinary thing! What an unbelievable thing, Motke.’


‘It’s a dream,’ Motke said.


‘It’s no dream. How many females were here before?’


‘Three females,’ Motke said, ‘and three males.’


‘So we are one female short.’


‘It would seem,’ Motke said. He looked even punchier than the general.


‘Are there Beduin about?’


‘There are Beduin.’


‘Warn them,’ the general said, in faint tones of trance. ‘A single incident – a single attempt even, and I’ll have their cattle. I’ll have them behind bars, Motke.’


‘It’s a dream,’ Motke said.
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Marshal of the air force Jean-Claude de Joinville flew in two days later. General Mor, nibbling his fingers in the control tower, decided there was still time to call Motke again. He picked up the phone and called him.


‘How is it?’ he said.


‘It’s the same,’ Motke said


‘What did you find out?’


‘Nothing.’


‘What did the army find out?’


‘They didn’t find anything either,’ Motke said. He was sitting in the wadi with the radio phone the army had given him.


‘How in God’s name is it possible,’ the general said, hanging on to his temper, ‘that several hundred able-bodied men, yourself included, can’t find out which of just three groups of Beduin is eating meat?’


‘Plenty are eating meat. It’s a mild winter, there’s lambs,’ Motke said.


‘Motke,’ the general said. He knew Motke didn’t approve of the operation. He was now heavily dependent on Motke. Who knew what Motke was doing with the alfalfa? ‘Motke, I am talking now from the airstrip. The air marshal has already arrived. I can see him!’ He could see not only the air marshal but also the air marshal’s single piece of luggage, which was just appearing out of the aeroplane with him. Even from here he could see it was a magnificent Schultz & Larsen. 243. He began to sweat again. He said, ‘Motke – you know what I’ve promised him.’


Motke didn’t say anything.


‘It’s of vital importance, Motke. It’s important first of all for science, but also for the country. We need this air marshal. It is in every way more desirable that he should have a head than the Beduin. Understand, Motke!’


‘I don’t make the heads,’ Motke said stubbornly.


‘Motke, be careful,’ the general said, and hung up.


De Joinville was keeping his single piece of luggage very firmly in his hand, so there was nothing for the general to do but embrace him and walk him to the jeep. ‘Tell me again,’ the Frenchman said.


The general told him.


‘You actually, physically, saw them?’


‘With these eyes.’


‘The female is truly so beautiful?’


‘Fantastic’


‘Oh, my God,’ the air marshal said. ‘I haven’t slept for forty-eight hours. I think I’m too old for it, Naftali. Just once in a lifetime, such a female!’


‘Jean-Claude, if you live to a hundred and twenty,’ the general said, ‘you still won’t be too old. If you’re disappointed on this occasion, then there’ll be another.’ He explained the grounds for possible disappointment. There had been six of the gazelles. When he had called Paris there had been five. This morning there were four. ‘Beduin are picking them off,’ he said.


‘They’ve still left a female?’ the marshal said urgently.


‘Two females and two males.’


‘Thank God. So long as there’s one.’


‘Well,’ the general said, ‘if there’s only one, we’ll have to wait for that other occasion. The army is now involved. The prime minister’s office is involved. The religious authorities are involved, Jean-Claude.’


‘The religious authorities? What in God’s name has it to do with them?’


‘In God’s name,’ the general said glumly, ‘everything has to do with them. The feeling is that it’s a miracle and we’re not entitled to interfere. If there’s only one left, she’s got to be given her chance.’


‘What chance? Are you mad? The Beduin will get her. They’ll eat her,’ the marshal said with shock and horror.


General Mor nodded sorrowfully as he put the jeep in gear.




*





They got to the wadi in an hour and a quarter and found Motke sulkily laying alfalfa. He contrived to have alfalfa in his hand when the marshal offered to shake it, but he answered questions civilly enough. He said the gazelles were thought to be in a small canyon seven or eight kilometres to the east. He’d given the canyon a wide berth and had asked the army to do so too. There were three encampments of Beduin not too far distant. All were semi-settled and drew the seed-sowing allowance from the government, so he didn’t think they were the culprits. All the Beduin in the area had been visited and warned against shooting gazelles of any kind. The gazelles had evidently been moving from west to east – last year’s disturbance in Sinai probably having shifted them – when his alfalfa-baiting had halted them. He thought they would have safely moved on by now if he hadn’t continued baiting.


‘Safely?’ the marshal said, suddenly seeing how the land lay. ‘They’d have fallen to the Beduin.’


‘Do we know when a sparrow falls?’


The marshal gave him a sharp look. ‘I’ll see the hides,’ he said.


He made some small rearrangements in the hides and walked around the area. A number of things bothered him. The swiftly changing wind direction bothered him. He said he could smell jackal.


‘There’s no jackal,’ Motke said. ‘There was jackal, but not now.’


‘I can smell them. Have you got a cold?’


‘I get malaria, not colds, and I don’t get it in February.’


‘Are you coughing? Do you sneeze?’


‘I cough and sneeze like a normal person,’ Motke said. ‘There are no jackal.’


‘You need a decongestive. I can hear you. Wrap up warmly,’ the marshal said.


They went into the upper hide in the late afternoon. The general didn’t see the marshal load his gun, but he caught the glimmer of a white handkerchief in the gloom and an absorbed movement, almost of prayer. He couldn’t tell whether the marshal was holding the cartridge against his heart or had merely produced it from his inside breast pocket. The bolt action of the Schultz & Larsen was like a piece of silk.


They sat for three hours, the marshal totally immobile. Several animals came, but the gazelles didn’t. About eight o’clock they gave up. Again the general didn’t see what happened to the cartridge. He had encountered it before among the most dedicated hunters, the mystique of the single cartridge.


They had coffee and a cold meal and turned in early, the marshal keeping himself and his cartridge a little apart. The general saw all this and understood it, and he hoped the gazelles would appear in the right numbers in the morning.


They rose in the dark.


‘How is the man’s cold?’


‘The patient is in a good condition. He’ll survive,’ the general said wryly.


‘I can hear him. Is he well wrapped up? Has he got a handkerchief?’


‘A beautiful one. Embroidered by my wife,’ Motke answered for himself.


‘Use it if you feel a cough or a sneeze coming on. Have you a second handkerchief?’


‘I am in a good position for handkerchiefs.’


‘Use two. Muffle yourself with your hat. Keep warm.’


‘I am very obliged to the marshal,’ Motke said.


General Mor and Motke went down to the lower hide, and the marshal came silently after them five minutes later. The general wondered what new dedication had taken place with the cartridge in the meantime. He felt somewhat dedicated himself in the cold darkness. He had a feeling in his bones that it was the last time for the gazelles and that if they didn’t come now they wouldn’t come at all, so he set the Hasselblad and wrapped a scarf around the camera body to muffle the shutter action, and waited. He could feel the marshal waiting beside him like a Buddha.


As day dawned the animals came again, in ones and twos. Presently the gazelles came.


The general had kept his eyes on the jagged rim of the wadi where the gazelles had appeared before, and for minutes had visualized the strange and beautiful horns suddenly materializing there, but when they did his heart leapt again.


‘Sweet Jesus, it’s all I will ever ask you,’ he heard the Frenchman blasphemously praying in his ear. But the general had no time for him now. Looking through the reflex finder he carefully squeezed off the first exposure, and turned the film and took the second and the third as the fine heads, one at a time, breasted the rim and stood black against the skyline. There wasn’t a fourth head. He looked carefully through the finder as the animals descended the slope, and realized something that the marshal had probably also by now realized. He gripped the Frenchman’s arm. He said, ‘There is only one female. You can’t have her.’


He saw the Frenchman’s eyes shining in the hide.


He said, ‘Jean-Claude, do you understand?’


‘I understand.’


‘You can’t take the female.’


‘I hear you.’


General Mor didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t jog the Frenchman’s arm as he sighted. He felt a pang for him, and for the female. ‘You can’t have her,’ he said again softly, and waited. The animals came on delicately down the slope, and began to browse on the alfalfa. The Schultz & Larsen sighted and swung a little this-way and that. In the poor light against the undifferentiated background of the wadi it was not immediately possible to identify the female. The general knew she was in the middle. He didn’t want to use the camera again while they were so close. At the moment of alarm the heads would come up and swing around. That would be the moment to use the camera. ‘Take one of the males,’ he said. The Frenchman didn’t answer, sighting along the long barrel.


It grew lighter in the wadi. The browsing heads of the gazelles came up and down, turned towards them and turned away. The Frenchman waited patiently, and the general knew he’d identified the female by now. He looked at her himself through his night glasses and saw from her rounded belly that she was in kid. The gazelles had now moved and he was afraid to breathe a word. He could hear them munching and snorting, thought he could even distinguish the particular snorting of the female. Above the snorting he was presently aware of something else. Motke was hunting for a handkerchief. He was hunting for two. He crammed his hat over his face as well. Only a very little sneeze came out of Motke, but what followed it came very fast. Three fine heads went up, one fractionally slower than the others, and turned towards them. The Schultz & Larsen fired at the first movement. One gazelle fell – pawing. The other two bounded away. As they did so, the Frenchman threw himself out of the hide with a terrible cry of ‘Merde!’ and almost bounded after them. General Mor took two exposures, one of the animals scrambling up the slope, and the other of Air Marshal de Joinville in the moment that he threw the Schultz & Larsen in a great arc over the wadi and commenced his dance. Then he went out and threw his arms around the weeping Frenchman.


‘Jean-Claude, my warm thanks and congratulations. I knew you’d do as I asked. You have a splendid male.’




*





The two remaining gazelles ran for most of the day. They didn’t stop at the canyon which had proved so disastrous a base. As dusk came on, utterly spent, they lay down to rest in boulder-strewn territory, and here a Bedu who didn’t know much about ungulates shot one and carried it rapidly home to dinner. Though ignorant, this Bedu was well aware of the injunction against shooting gazelles and he made haste to dispose of his prey. He skinned the hide and burned the horns while his wife made a stew in one of the tasty ways noted by Smith. Because she was pleased with her husband, but also because he hadn’t lately been so satisfactory in all departments, she let him have some especially animating parts all to himself.


It was a tremendous meal and they were still digesting it far into the night.


Far into the night, the sole survivor of Smith’s gazelle still ran. It ran in a northerly direction, and it ran like hell.
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All About Hamud





Twenty-five kilometres from Damascus, in a south-easterly direction (though hardly anybody cared how far or in which direction) lay the village of Kufr Kassem. It was a gruesome little place of fifteen hundred souls, most of whom made a living by toiling, not very hard, on the land. The land didn’t belong to them but to a lawyer in Homs, who was a member of his secret revolutionary regional council and a useful man in the liberation movement. The lawyer didn’t bother them much in Kufr Kassem; but twice a year he went down to collect the rents and give them a talk on how things were doing in the liberation movement. They were conservatively minded in Kufr Kassem, but they respected the lawyer because despite being a liberator he was pretty sound on religion and tradition, and he promised that nothing very revolutionary would happen in Kufr Kassem while he was landlord.


There was a fair amount of tuberculosis in the village, and most of the people weren’t well. This made them unattractive. But even by local standards Hamud was ugly. He only had one eye and not much roof to his mouth, which made him hard to understand, and also Kufr Kassem’s best joke. If anything was hard to explain, people would say, ‘Go and get Hamud to tell it,’ or if a girl wanted a husband, it’s Hamud she’s after.’


He had a wife, though.


He was a day shepherd.


One evening in February 1957, while walking home behind the sheep and goats, Hamud passed his mother-in-law’s house and thought he saw her wearing green. He knew it was only the light but all the same he said, ‘There is no god but God.’


Further on a man passed him saying, ‘God strengthen you.’


‘Why?’ Hamud said, but he added, ‘According to His will,’ as custom decreed.


In the pens where he turned the sheep and goats over to the old nightman, the man said to him, ‘God strengthen you.’


‘For what reason?’ Hamud said. ‘What’s happened?’ But the old man couldn’t understand him and didn’t answer.


Perplexed, Hamud went home, but found no one there. Then he realized what must have happened: the reason for his wife’s absence and the condolences. His mother-in-law must indeed have worn green. They’d had a death in the family. Who could have died? He went into the kitchen and there saw his wife’s box on the table. The key was in it!


He looked at it for a long time, trying to think what possible emergency could account for the key being in the box and not around his wife’s neck. He had never seen it away from her neck. A death was surely no occasion to wear beads and bracelets, kohl or henna. He had no right to do so but he opened the box. Everything was still in it, neatly arranged.


He couldn’t understand this at all and went out of the house to inquire into the matter. In the dusk he saw his mother approaching with a large bundle.


‘God strengthen you,’ she said.


‘According to His will,’ Hamud said.


‘God blacken their faces.’


‘Whose faces?’ Hamud said.


‘Come into the house, halaila. He sees all things. He protects us from the devil.’


‘What?’ Hamud said, dazed. His eyes were wide in the dusk. ‘What is it? What’s happened?’


He had a presentiment of what had happened, but his mother didn’t answer and went into the house, and he followed her, terrified. His legs were shaking so much he couldn’t stand. He sat on the divan. ‘What?’ he said.


His mother lit the lamp. ‘Don’t mourn her, halaila. She was a daughter of sin.’


‘Who?’


‘She was with Achmed. Her brother took her, her father took Achmed. They were warned. You weren’t to know.’


‘Achmed? But I knew, I knew,’ Hamud said.


‘God protect you, you weren’t to know.’


‘I did know. I knew. What does Achmed matter? She’s mine.’ He had given nine sheep, a dress, the bedding, and three hundred pounds for her. She was his father’s brother’s daughter. She had to have him. He had offered her a quittance if she didn’t want him, on account of his ugliness and his speech. But she hadn’t accepted it. She was sorry for him. What did Achmed matter in the face of all this?
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