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To Mom, who taught me to love the animals













INTRODUCTION



“Don’t tell anyone, but we just got word that Vietnam’s last Javan rhino was found dead with its horn hacked off.”


I had little idea of what my colleague was talking about, but I had a sinking feeling—a sense that something much bigger and more sinister was at play. It was April 2010, and I was in Vietnam carrying out scientific research on how people living near two national parks use the forest, animals included. Rhinos, however, were well above my pay grade. My knowledge of illegal wildlife trade was confined to the interviews I conducted with a few local hunters and to the exotic meat that many rural people told me they loved.


As the details of the rhino’s story unfolded, however, my fears—and morbid curiosity—grew. The rhino had lived for many years alone in Vietnam’s Cát Tiên National Park. And by alone, I mean really alone. Surveys confirmed that, in all of mainland Asia, she was the only one left of her kind. Fate finally caught up with her, though, when a hunter took aim, shot her through the leg and hacked off her horn—most likely while she was still alive. As the culprit absconded with his prize, Vietnam’s last rhino laid her head down in the mud and died.


Why did her killer go to such lengths to find her, and why hadn’t she been better protected? What did people want with her horn, and what, if anything, was being done to prevent them from getting their hands on that forbidden material?


It was these and similar questions—not only for rhinos, but also for elephants, pangolins, bears, tigers, songbirds, tortoises, and more—that ultimately compelled me to pivot from a career in conservation ecology to one in journalism. I thought I could do more for these disappearing species by spreading the word about their plights than by conducting research on them. People can’t care about something they do not know exists. But perhaps if they knew, for example, that there are just fifty or so Javan rhinos remaining in the world—and that the last one living in Vietnam died a sorry, sad death, driven purely by human greed—we could do more to save such species from extinction.


As my journalism career ramped up, I followed and contributed to the creeping coverage about the illegal wildlife trade. I knew that virtually every country in the world now played a role and that organized criminal groups were increasingly calling the shots. Animal trafficking had grown to become a $7- to $23-billion industry, to the point that it ranked just behind drugs, arms, and human trafficking as the most lucrative of contraband industries.


I also became familiar with the mind-numbing statistics about impending species extinctions. Just 30,000 rhinos are left globally, and more than 1,000 are killed for their horns each year. Likewise, in just seven short years, 30 percent of all savannah elephants have disappeared, mowed down with bullets so that poachers can collect their ivory. Meanwhile, fewer than 4,000 tigers are left in the wild, but there are far more in captivity—many of which are raised for their body parts and meat like cattle. And pangolins—those adorable, oddball scaly anteaters that have taken the Internet by storm—have become the world’s most trafficked mammal, with a million slaughtered over the past decade.


But where was it all headed?


This question ultimately led me to Poached. There would be interviews with experts and rigorous coverage of the scientific findings, yes, but to find the answers I was looking for, I would absolutely have to go to the field, to the very places where the elephant and rhino killings are taking place, where pangolins are being butchered, and where the law is being flouted.


The end result is not exhaustive—I was constrained by the usual money, time, and logistics woes of any journalistic undertaking—but my investigation did encompass the major themes shaping the illegal wildlife trade today. It also drove me to four continents and twelve countries in just under a year, from Chad—where paranoid friends warned me I’d be kidnapped but where one of Africa’s most unlikely elephant success stories is under way—to my original research site in Vietnam, where I joined a hunter in the forest as he stalked his endangered prey. Sometimes, I was forced to go undercover: in China, I secured an offer of a bag of illegal pangolin scales in a dark side alley, under the guise of helping my sister produce breast milk. But, more often than not, I found that even criminals were willing to speak with me—including the Thai man sentenced to forty years in a South African prison for plundering the nation’s wildlife, who confessed to me, his voice shaking, that he’s been abandoned by his boss and former collaborators. And the rhino horn user in Hanoi who brought some along to dinner—never mind that it’s highly illegal—and told me that he doesn’t care if all rhinos go extinct, just before offering me a shot of ground horn mixed with alcohol.


Going into this project, I thought I knew a thing or two about the illegal wildlife trade. I was shocked, though, by the amount I had to learn not only about trafficking itself but about the conservation world, which is full of interpersonal drama and decades-long infighting. At times, I found myself despairing that corruption, bureaucracy, petty jealousies, and simple apathy will prevent us from making headway before it’s too late.


But then I’d meet yet another person who has given his or her life to this cause and who has made a difference in spite of what seem like insurmountable odds. There’s Jill Robinson, who—following a life-changing encounter with a caged bear in a dark basement—rescued hundreds of animals and helped to end bear bile farming in Vietnam. And Nguy[image: image]n Văn Thái, a leading grassroots activist who gives otherwise doomed pangolins seized from trade a second shot at life. There are the rangers I met in the field who risk their lives nightly to protect their natural heritage from poachers and the journalists who continue to report the truth about the trade, despite frequent death threats and the occasional arrest.


All told, I was at times shocked by the depravity to which some people sank to get what they want—but I was also encouraged by the lengths that others go to protect what they love. Most of all, though, I was humbled to be a part of this story.


Poached is a book for anyone who enjoys a bit of adventure, who is curious about the world, and who has a fondness for animals—of both the two- and four-legged variety. It’s a story for all those who think our planet would be a less wonderful place were elephants, rhinos, tigers, pangolins, and more to disappear. It’s a dark story, but one full of hope.













PART I



DRIVERS OF DEMAND




I like to watch them. They fill me with joy.… I said to the Red Bull, “I must have that. I must have all of it, all there is, for my need is very great.” So the Bull caught them, one by one.


—Peter S. Beagle, The Last Unicorn, 1968
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A live civet for sale at a restaurant in Ho Chi Minh City. (Credit: Tim Gerard Barker)
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A Himalayan griffon vulture captured by a hunter in Vietnam.
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Rhino horn is ground into a powder at a restaurant in Hanoi.
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Illegal ivory openly displayed for sale in Laos.
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The remains of an elephant poached for its tusks in Malawi.















One



THE HUNTER


LUC Văn H[image: image] no longer dreams of the animals he kills. But, for a while, it was becoming a real problem. The dreams—nightmares, really—persistently played out in the same way. He’d catch an animal in the forest, and then, several days later, someone or something—a very old man, a pig, the animal itself—would visit him in his sleep. “Tám H[image: image],” it would say, calling him by his nickname. “You must pay.”


Sometimes, those words would jolt him awake. Other times, he’d get up in the morning to find a sheen of sweat clinging to his body. Either way, the nocturnal visions left him feeling rattled. A superstitious man, Tám H[image: image] takes these things very seriously. Through trial and error, he found that the only way to banish the ghosts of the animals he hunted was to make a sacrifice, offering up another life—of a duck, pig, or chicken—as appeasement. “To be a hunter,” he said, “you must believe in the spirit of the forest.”


That spirit, however, has lately seemed less pleased with Tám H[image: image]. Several years ago, the dreams began to wane and so, too, did his luck. Rising each morning before sunrise to check traps concealed in thick brush and tangled canal beds, these days he inevitably finds them empty. Times have gotten so bad that he’s had to start supplementing his income by growing rice and raising shrimp and crabs.


Twenty years ago, when Tám H[image: image] moved to this tough patch of waterlogged jungle at Vietnam’s southern tip, animals were everywhere. He never returned home without something to show for his efforts. Gradually, though, the forest’s furred, scaled, and feathered residents became scarcer, with some species disappearing altogether. No longer able to make a living, poachers in these parts are becoming as rare as the creatures they hunt.


“Today, most hunters are changing their careers because the animals are so few, they cannot earn enough,” Tám H[image: image] explained. But he’s tenacious—and the best at his craft. He has no plans to retire.


Pride aside, the potential rewards make it worth Tám H[image: image]’s effort to stick in the game. When he does get lucky, the money from the sale can support him and his family for six months. Last year, he trapped two pangolins—highly sought after in Vietnam as a delicacy and medicinal elixir—and sold them for around $450 each. “Pangolins will be extinct soon,” he predicted. “But they carry a price like gold.” In his neck of the woods, the average household earns just $1,000 per year, so a pangolin payday is truly a windfall.


FOR MANY AMERICANS, VIETNAM STILL CONJURES IMAGES OF HELICOPTERS, protests, and soldiers in the jungle. But to continue to associate Vietnam exclusively with the Vietnam War (or the American War, depending on whom you ask) is painfully outdated. Visitors today to Ho Chi Minh City (a.k.a. Saigon), Vietnam’s economic center of 8.4 million residents, will discover rivers of motorbikes, sidewalks clogged with tourists wearing “Good Morning Vietnam!” T-shirts, shop windows displaying $5,000 local designer shoes, haute tasting menus, and international DJs spinning ambient tunes at exclusive clubs perched atop high-rises. Vietnam remains communist on paper, but a market economy is its beating heart.


The country’s transformation began in earnest in 1986, when the government initiated a series of economic reforms known as Đ[image: image]i M[image: image]i (Renovation) that paved the way for private for-profit enterprises. Entrepreneurialism flourished, as did Vietnam’s bottom line: its economy grew at an annual rate of 7.5 percent from 1991 to 2000, while the poverty rate fell from 29 percent in 2002 to 11 percent in 2012. Vietnam, according to economists, was Asia’s “rising dragon,” a country whose markers of growth were right on the heels of China’s, albeit on a smaller scale.


As is often the case, Vietnam’s developmental gains came at a cost for the environment. Logging, agriculture, and aquaculture have reached even the remotest deltas, forests, mountains, and grasslands, to the point that few if any of Vietnam’s natural places can be called truly pristine today. Wildlife has suffered accordingly. Researchers have warned of an impending epidemic of “empty forest syndrome”—habitats that look intact at first glance but that are in fact devoid of all but the most common animal residents. Illegal trade in particular has helped drive more than 130 native Southeast Asian animals onto the critically endangered list—a worrying tally that will likely only grow because there is no realistic deterrent to hunting the region’s remaining animals out of existence. The same applies for the traffickers who move wildlife from forests to cities, the merchants who sell it, and the buyers who consume it. By some estimates, between 13 and 42 percent of Southeast Asian animals and plants—half of which are unique to the region—will be extinct by the end of the century if nothing changes.


“There needs to be a real threat of getting caught and punished, but right now that threat is minimal,” said Chris Shepherd, executive director of Monitor, an organization working to reduce the impact of illegal and unsustainable wildlife trade, and the former Southeast Asia regional director for TRAFFIC, the trade-monitoring network of World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). Although wildlife trade has a higher profile now than ever before, he continued, the increased talk in the media, at governmental meetings, and in international conference halls has yet to translate into significant changes on the ground. Why? “It’s corruption, collusion, and an absolute lack of concern,” Shepherd said. “Too many people just don’t care.”


Such callousness toward the survival of other species may strike Western readers as completely unacceptable, but animal welfare and conservation were incorporated into the North American and European psyche only in the past century or so. Interspecies empathy in the West was partly inspired by a greater appreciation of biodiversity and of animals’ capacity for intelligence and feeling. But it was also enabled by an increasingly comfortable lifestyle that gave people the bandwidth to worry about animals, rather than focus solely on where their next meal was coming from.


As Asia has begun catching up economically, some citizens there, especially young people, have grown increasingly concerned about animal welfare and conservation. But an additional variable complicates things there: for thousands of years, many Asian cultures have viewed wild animals and plants as commodities that exist for the betterment of humans, not just as meat but also as medicine and status symbols (and, sometimes, all three at once). In China, for example, “little non-consumptive value, such as the pleasure of watching or photographing wild animals without killing or removing them from the wild, is attributed to wild animals or natural ecosystems,” wrote Vanda Felbab-Brown in The Extinction Market. “Rather, nature and wild animals and plants are seen through the prism of their utilization as sources of income, food and prestige.” Wildlife, in other words, is simply a resource to be exploited.


Throughout China and Southeast Asia, meat from wild animals—referred to as “wildmeat”—is often considered a tonic that can bestow that animal’s particular energy and characteristics upon the person who eats it. A snake may be eaten to cure arthritis or a skin disease, because snakes are flexible and shed their skin, or a tiger may be consumed for strength and power. Such values and beliefs are widely held, even today. “In the 1980s, when I was small, eating wildlife wasn’t really a big deal,” said Lishu Li, manager of the wildlife trade program at the Wildlife Conservation Society’s China branch. “We grew up with the knowledge that everything has a medical use or function, including consuming meat from wild animals.” When Li’s rural relatives were fortunate enough to capture a pangolin, the whole family would gather to eat it.


In addition to their perceived nutritional and medical value, certain rare animals are considered status symbols that only the rich and powerful can afford. In posh wildmeat restaurants wealthy businesspeople and officials show off or curry favor by ordering exotic dishes like pangolin or bear—the way Kobe beef or beluga caviar are served in the West. In the past, such excess was out of reach of most peoples’ budgets, but now more and more individuals are earning enough to afford a piece of the wildlife pie. “People want something special,” explained Madelon Willemsen, former country director for TRAFFIC Vietnam. If the species is going extinct, all the better, she said. It means you’re influential enough to have gotten hold of one of the last.


The market has enthusiastically responded to this demand, starting with hunters and the way they do business. Subsistence hunting—trapping or shooting animals to feed one’s family—has largely been replaced by hunting to satiate the appetites of the rich and upper-middle class. What was once a survival strategy has become a profit-driven enterprise—and a pillar of a global trade priced in the billions.


Tám H[image: image] is part of an immense underworld of players encompassing not only the wild and urban centers of Asia, but, increasingly, the savannas and jungles of Africa, the forests of South America and Russia, the museums of Europe (where more than seventy rhino horns were stolen in 2011 alone); and the antique shops and Chinatowns of North America. As in any global trafficking network, the men and women involved span all walks of life, from the small-time trader who smuggles wildlife from village to town and the corrupt customs agent who signs off on shipments of those animal parts, to the trade boss who considers himself untouchable, as well as the wealthy patrons who motivate all of their crimes.


This is all above Tám H[image: image]’s pay grade, however. He’s just a simple hunter, expendable, poor, and in ample supply. Without him, however, there would be no illegal wildlife trade.


I MET TÁM H[image: image] IN 2010, AT A VERY DIFFERENT TIME IN MY LIFE. AN ASPIRING CONSERVATION ecologist, first I needed to collect a few academic degrees. My master’s research took me to U Minh, a boggy, mosquito-infested wilderness in Vietnam’s deep south, where Tám H[image: image] lives. The place has a menacing reputation: it’s still known for the tigers that once prowled its tangled paths and the crocodiles that formerly plied its dark waters. Legend has it that in 1952 five hundred French paratroopers dropped into the hostile morass, only to be swallowed up and never seen again.


Much of U Minh’s wildness has since been tamed, however. Thousands of square miles of peat swamp forest were drained, chopped, and cultivated, leaving just 230 square miles remaining of the region’s characteristic melaleuca woods and reed-lined channels. Yet the place’s storied danger and difficulties live on in the tales people tell and in the spooky reverence with which they speak of it. Even the name itself conjures fear. U Minh: “a darkness like in hell,” one Vietnamese friend explained. “It’s not a normal darkness.”


My ecology master’s thesis addressed how people in U Minh use natural resources. To find out, I knocked on two hundred doors (figuratively speaking, that is, as many of the palm shacks did not have doors) and, with their permission, quizzed the owners about everything from whether they harvest honey in the forest to what their favorite type of meat is. From these interviews, a picture emerged of life in U Minh and the hardships it entails.


Though located in Vietnam’s deep south, many residents, I learned, are northern Vietnamese, including former Viet Cong soldiers. Decades ago, the government encouraged them to move to U Minh as part of a resettlement program. There were promises of rich, fertile earth; of waters brimming with fish; and of instant, easy wealth. Today, many of those original pioneers feel duped: their youthful dreams have long since been broken by U Minh’s harsh realities.


From the beginning of that venture, the land was against them. For one, the soil beneath U Minh’s characteristic peat is exceptionally acidic. When disturbed by plow, shovel, or channel, it turns the water in a would-be fish pond, well, or rice paddy bright orange and undrinkable—“sour,” as the locals say. This makes crops difficult to grow and aquaculture nearly impossible, depending on where your plot of land happens to fall. In the dry season, fire also poses a serious threat. The crisp brown peat can ignite with the flick of a match, and the resulting flames are voracious. In 2002 two large fires consumed more than twenty square miles of forest. As one interviewee described it to me, “There used to be a forest here before, but it caught fire and it burned, burned, burned.” To prevent such a disaster from recurring, locals are now tasked with hours-long rotations perched atop tall, hand-built towers on the lookout for smoke.


Poverty is therefore nearly universal. One woman heartbreakingly told me that her biggest dream is to have electricity; a young man implored, “Please go back to your country and tell them about U Minh. Tell companies to please come make investments in U Minh, to help people here.”


Of the two hundred residents I interviewed, more than 80 percent relied on nature to support some part of their lives: fish and animals to eat, wood to burn, honey to harvest and sell. Though most were subsistence hunters and fishers rather than professionals, quite a few recognized that they were caught up in a real-life tragedy of the commons, acknowledging that the animals are disappearing because of their collective activities. This is a common story not only in U Minh and Vietnam but throughout the world’s tropical ecosystems: a 2017 analysis of 176 case studies found that mammals declined by 83 percent and birds declined by 58 percent in hunted compared with unhunted places.


On top of its challenging environment and declining resources, though, U Minh suffers one more major setback: lingering impacts from “ecocide” carried out by the United States against Vietnam. Seeking to decimate crops and destroy the Viet Cong’s forest hideouts, from 1961 to 1971 US aircraft assaulted the landscape—including U Minh—with high-explosive munitions and 72 million liters of defoliants, including the infamous Agent Orange. Up to an estimated 4 million Vietnamese were and continue to be affected by dioxin poisoning. None ever received any compensation from the US government, and most received only minimal support at best from their own country.


Tám H[image: image] believes his six-year-old son counts among the victims of the American poisoning. A quiet boy who often hid behind his mother’s legs when I met him, he was born with “brain illness,” as Tám H[image: image] vaguely described it. He took up hunting—something he never had interest in, he said—to cover his newborn’s hospital bills. The decision paid off. Tám H[image: image] proved to be a natural at his trade, and he more than quadrupled his family’s annual income, from $1,000 per year to sometimes more than $4,000. He emphasized, though, that he doesn’t enjoy the work: after spending all night outdoors, he returns home covered in mosquito bites, leeches, and bloody scratches. “Many times, when I step out of the forest, I don’t want to go back ever again,” he said. “But, because of my life, I have to go.”


Putting the well-being of his family first is completely understandable, but some still cannot excuse his actions. “When people say hunting is a livelihood issue but it’s illegal—like, ‘Oh, the hunter is really poor and he has five children’—I can’t get on board,” Shepherd said. “If you’re going to make an exception for hunting, then why not let them sell two of their kids, as well? Or deal in cocaine?” Hospital bills or not, Tám H[image: image] is still breaking the law and driving animals to extinction.


In reality, though, Tám H[image: image] doesn’t have to worry much about the law. Everyone knows what he does. He is popular and well liked—not only by neighbors but also by the police. In 2010, when I asked people in Khánh Thu[image: image]n hamlet, population one thousand, whether they knew anyone who hunted, they said, “Sure!” and pointed down the dirt road. In such a small community, few secrets stay secret for long—even breaking national laws. At one point when I was talking to Tám H[image: image], the local police wandered in to check my government-issued documents granting permission to be there. Afterward, rather than head back to work, the officers took a seat next to me to watch a Vietnamese-dubbed Chinese soap opera on Tám H[image: image]’s gritty television, paying no heed to the hunter as he rhapsodized about his illegal exploits between drags on a hand-rolled cigarette.


I can still remember the butterflies in my stomach that day as my translator, Uy, and I made our way to Tám H[image: image]’s house for the first time. I was eager to finally meet a real, live professional hunter but nervous about blowing the interview. We soon arrived at our destination: an unexceptional U Minh home with roof and walls built of tightly woven palm leaves and melaleuca branches and a dirt floor smooth from years of use. Tám H[image: image] met us outside and welcomed us in. Lean and fit at forty, with a mop of wild black hair and a mischievous glint in his sharp eyes, his bombastic nature and natural charisma needed no translation.


He confirmed that he was indeed the famous pangolin hunter—an admission supported by the traps and nets balanced in corners and lining the ceiling of his home. “I’m willing to give you my knowledge and reveal my secrets, because you are a student and I like your research,” he continued, gesturing for us to take a seat on his wooden bed—one of the only pieces of furniture in the room. “I believe science is very important.”


He will catch anything he can get his snares and traps around, he began, including cobras, monitor lizards, pythons, turtles, otters, civets (small carnivores), fishing cats, and more. He’s not a huge fan of monkeys—they creep him out with their humanoid little faces, he said—but he’ll catch them, too. Above all else, though, he prides himself on his skill at trapping pangolins, one of the most elusive but lucrative creatures in the forest.


NOW, UNLESS YOU’RE AN ANIMAL FANATIC OR NERD LIKE ME, AT THIS POINT, YOU might be wondering, what on earth is a pangolin, anyway?


In the West, the world’s eight species of pangolins have various names and nicknames—scaly anteaters, artichokes with legs, or walking pinecones—but in Vietnam, they’re known simply as tê tê. They are the world’s only mammal with true scales, but their second and more recent claim to fame is as the world’s most highly trafficked mammal.


Yet, until recently, even some ecologists weren’t aware of the pangolin’s existence. The situation has since improved vastly: these days you’d be hard pressed to find a wildlife researcher who isn’t familiar with the pangolins’ plight, thanks to an increasing number of scientific papers and conference talks warning of their impending doom. A million are estimated to have been killed over the last decade.


The general public is also slowly getting to know the oddball animals. The last few years have seen a massive pangolin PR blitz, including the creation of a World Pangolin Day (the third Saturday in February, if you’d like to celebrate). Pangolin fans can show their love through pangolin T-shirts and totes, and read pangolin-themed picture books to their kids. Walt Disney’s 2016 live action take on The Jungle Book included a pangolin cameo, and pangolins have appeared on the front page of the New York Times’ science section. There’s even an award-winning pangolin game you can download for your smartphone.


Pangolins may lack the widespread appeal of beautiful tigers, powerful rhinos, or majestic elephants, but they are becoming an underdog hero—precisely because they are none of those things. The more you learn about them, the more endearing and unbelievable they become. For starters, their sticky pink pipe-cleaner-like tongues can be longer than their bodies—perfect for lapping up their favorite treats of ants, termites, and larvae. Despite their insectivorous eating habits, though, they are more closely related to cats and dogs than to anteaters. Remarkable as contortionists, scared pangolins curl into roly-poly-like armored balls that lions sometimes bat around in playful frustration. To avoid such encounters, some species dig burrows while others prefer the high ground, taking to the trees where they hang by prehensile tails and glide about with a core strength and flexibility rivaling a teenage gymnast. Nocturnal, timid, and secretive, they are also total loners—the eccentric hermits of the animal kingdom.


“The interesting question for me is, why do pangolins resonate?” said Crawford Allan, senior director of TRAFFIC at the WWF. “Perhaps it’s their intrigue and elusiveness, or the fact that they can roll up into a ball. Whatever the reason, thankfully for pangolins they have turned out to be quite appealing to many people.”


Unfortunately, that appeal also extends to people with more exploitative interests. The animal’s scales have become the focus of attention over the years, not because they have any medicinal value—they are made of keratin, the same material as fingernails—but because they are oddities. In India they’re ground into a paste to cure armpit boils, while Sierra Leonians use them for treating everything from impotence to elephantiasis. Nigerians are more nose-to-tail in their use, believing that an entire pangolin can be prescribed for invisibility; the eyes, head, and tail for kleptomania; and the thorax for controlling the rains. A pangolin’s tongue, according to some communities in Indonesia, protects against black magic.


The largest demand for pangolins these days centers on China and Vietnam. Consumers in those two countries alone are primarily to blame for the deaths of more than 100,000 pangolins each year. Pangolin flesh is considered a delicacy by some people there, while the scales factor into traditional remedies for treating a variety of maladies, including rheumatism to tuberculosis, for improving blood circulation, and for assisting in lactation. As pangolins have become rarer, prices have soared. A pangolin that a hunter like Tám H[image: image] sells for forty to sixty dollars per pound will fetch hundreds per pound by the time it reaches a restaurant in a major city, where it’s often the most expensive, and therefore most high-status, item on the menu.


No one knows how many pangolins remain in the wild or how long they have left before they disappear entirely. What we do know—through interviews like the ones I conducted in U Minh and through seizure data—is that, across their range, pangolin populations are in precipitous decline. Harvesting figures in China from the 1960s through the 1980s indicate that up to 180,000 pangolins were pulled from the wild each year, to the point that researchers extrapolated in 2003 that China’s pangolin population has crashed by 94 percent.


China remains the most common destination for large-scale, multiton illegal pangolin shipments, even as harvest numbers in China and other places in Asia have dropped to a fraction of what they formerly were, likely because there are significantly fewer pangolins left. Over the past decade, more than a million pangolins have been killed.


Under this strain, it didn’t take long for the supply of Asia’s pangolins to begin to diminish, causing traders to look farther afield. Pangolins from India, Nepal, and Pakistan began turning up in eastern Asian markets, and trafficking networks ballooned out even farther around 2008, when pangolins appeared en route to China (and, to a lesser extent, Vietnam) from Africa. As Dan Challender, chair of the IUCN’s Pangolin Specialist Group, put it, “China depleted its own population, then started to hoover up animals from other countries.” At minimum, 19,000 pangolins have come out of Africa since the mid-2000s, to the effect that all four of Africa’s species are now considered threatened. Asia’s four species are in even more dire straits. They’re endangered to critically endangered—statuses that Tám H[image: image] helped to achieve.


I RETURNED TO U MINH TO HOPING TO INTERVIEW TÁM H[image: image] ON THE RECORD AND experience a hunting trip firsthand. I had no idea if he would agree to this, but for starters I had to find him. I didn’t have his phone number or address, but I did have the number of a guy living nearby, H[image: image]ng. An exceptionally friendly older man, when I met him he had jokingly put his Viet Cong military cap on me and insisted we take photos together. I hadn’t been in touch with him for half a decade, but I hoped he’d help me find Tám H[image: image]. When a Vietnamese friend called him on my behalf, he told her, yes, he remembered me, but he had no idea who this Tám H[image: image] character was. Rather than give up, my tenacious friend printed out and mailed H[image: image]ng the single photo I had of Tám H[image: image] (e-mail hasn’t really taken off in U Minh), and he sportingly agreed to circulate it in the community. A week or so later, H[image: image]ng called back with a phone number.


That was the easy part. Now came the critical question: Would Tám H[image: image] be willing to meet me again and even let me join him in the forest? And if so, whom could I rope into coming along to help? Slogging through leech-infested swamps isn’t everyone’s thing. I reached out to my old translator, Uy, and he agreed. Uy called up Tám H[image: image], who remembered us well and said, no problem, he’d be happy to show us his hunting work. Everything seemed to be falling into place.


I met Uy at sunrise at the R[image: image]ch Giá airport, and—true to form to the quiet personality I remembered—after exchanging some niceties, the next hour and a half passed in near silence. About three-quarters of the way into the ride, though, Uy had no choice but to talk to me, when the road abruptly ended in an impassable pit of construction. Uy persuaded some random guys at a roadside restaurant into letting us rent their motorbike. The taxi driver agreed to meet us back at that exact spot around noon the next day, and, with that, our problem was solved. It was a typical Vietnam experience: something unexpectedly goes wrong, but just as fast—and as long as you’re willing to pay—the people around you come up with an ingenious solution.


We crossed a lazy, mud-brown river by rickety ferry, snacking on some fresh mangoes Uy had magically procured without my noticing, and proceeded on our way across steep concrete bridges and increasingly rural roads. Eventually the roads—trails, really—grew so narrow as to be wide enough to accommodate only a single motorbike. Veer even slightly off the trail, and we’d tumble into canals whose acrid water glowed a familiar shade of bright orange—the acidic ghost of U Minh’s peat past.


A few wrong turns and stops for directions later, we pulled up at a palm and wood house. A small attached deck overlooked one of those stagnant U Minh canals, this one not orange but the color of root beer. Bird cages hanging along the porch’s edge held pigeons colored like green and pink Easter eggs and watercock that looked like the love children of a chicken and a crow. A group of men were sitting on benches around a picnic table, laughing.


Among them, I immediately recognized Tám H[image: image]. Save for a few extra silver hairs, he appeared not a day older than when I met him as a student researcher in 2010. He wore baggy khaki pants under a tattered, stained orange shirt with “Safety” written on the back in English. A cigarette—his ever-present accessory—hung loosely from the corner of his mouth. His crew included his dad, who had a spindly Ho Chi Minh–style mustache and goatee; his brother; and a tall, skinny friend with a grin that came across as slightly maniacal. Several women, including Lĩnh—Tám H[image: image]’s slip of a wife—were bustling around in the kitchen, visible from the porch. Lĩnh wore a pajama-like outfit of matching green and white stripes with “Gucci” written on the front in white cursive embroidery.


Tám H[image: image], sitting cross-legged at the table, grinned and waved us over without bothering to rise. I noticed that he was missing his two front right teeth—a new development, I thought, since I last saw him. Uy chatted with him in Vietnamese, and although he translated only the basics—“He says welcome, and that he’s happy to talk to you”—I swear I heard Tám H[image: image] saying I looked the same but fatter. I huffed to myself as I took a seat.


I told him I was very happy to be back here, meeting with him.


“You’re lucky because you’re an American and free to travel,” he replied, smoke curling from his cigarette. “If you were a Vietnamese girl, your husband wouldn’t let you travel, especially with so many men around!” His brother, dad, and friend all cracked up.


I let that one slide and moved on to asking about his work. He shook his head. In the past, he explained, when I first met him, he went to the forest every day, but now his rice and aquaculture ponds take up half his time. “There’s more and more people around these days, so the animals are becoming very rare,” he said. He gestured at the lanky guy with the wild smile. “He used to be a hunter, but he stopped about six years ago to work construction, because there’s no more animals.” The guy nodded solemnly, confirming this assessment.


“Pangolins especially—they’re going to be extinct soon,” Tám H[image: image] said.


When Tám H[image: image] first started hunting, he caught up to ten pangolins a year and even ate pangolin himself (“They’re very delicious”). Lately, though, he’s been lucky to capture just one or two per year.


Tám H[image: image] and his father moved to U Minh from nearby B[image: image]c Liêu Province in the early 1990s, when the government was giving out small parcels of land to encourage people to populate the area. To the twenty-two-year-old and his father, U Minh was a sort of paradise. Putting in just an hour’s worth of work, they could catch up to fifteen pounds of fish, he claimed. His mother and several of his nine siblings soon followed (Tám H[image: image] is the eighth child, hence the tám in his nickname, meaning “eight”).


As I touched on before, when Tám H[image: image] and Lĩnh had their first son, Tám H[image: image] was distraught to find that the boy suffered from the mysterious brain illness—something about “pressure being exerted on the nerves.” He took his son to numerous hospitals, including one two hundred miles away in Ho Chi Minh City. But it was no use. The boy’s condition did not improve. “We became despondent,” he said. “We had no hope.” Several years ago, however, the family’s luck changed. A traditional doctor prescribed a medicine made from a local tree, and his son grew stronger. “He’s much better now,” Tám H[image: image] said, pride in his voice. “He can study normally.”


As he described this story, I caught a glimpse of the boy, now ten years old, watching television alongside his little sister through the open door leading into the family’s bedroom. Crayon drawings of princesses and dinosaurs hung on the walls, and a grungy orange and white kitten played at their feet. Outfitted in a yellow soccer jersey and paying the strange visitors no heed, he did indeed look like a healthy, normal kid.


I congratulated Tám H[image: image] on his son’s recovery but reminded him that, in 2010, he had told me that he had taken up hunting to pay the family’s medical bills. If the boy was fine now, then why was he still hunting? “Of course, I’m saving to invest in the highest level of education for my kids,” he said matter-of-factly.


“Will you teach your son to hunt?” I asked.


“No, no!” He shook his head emphatically. “It’s so hard. He should have a better education, a better life. The leeches and thorns, the malaria—it’s very difficult work. But I don’t want my kids to move to the city, either. The city makes me nervous. I’d prefer for them to stay here, where it’s very easy. Unlike in the big city, where you have to worry about so many things, we have food and fish always available. We don’t have to worry about life.”


As if to prove his point, the took out a plastic tub tightly covered in green net. Inside were nine turtles, ranging from saucer to plate sized. He removed one and held it up for me to see. Dark grey with intricately patterned yellow stripes, the terrified reptile withdrew its head into its shell but continued to peer out at me with unblinking golden eyes.


“Do you ever feel sorry for the animals?” I asked, betraying my own feelings.


He didn’t hesitate: “No.”


Uy—whose love of animals rivals my own—piped up, “When my mother kills a duck or chicken, they look very strange before they die—like they know what’s coming—and I feel very sorry for them. Don’t you ever have that feeling?”


“No,” Tám H[image: image] repeated, shaking his head. He took another drag on his cigarette and plopped the turtle back into its container.


Lĩnh silently interrupted us to set out a small feast: a platter of boiled shrimp fresh from the family pond, homegrown rosy-hued tomatoes and bright green herbs, hand-harvested rice, and a glutinous sweet treat Uy told me was made out of some sort of local leaf. As Lĩnh arranged the plates, I asked her whether she ever worried about her husband. She smiled shyly, shrinking into herself in a way that reminded me of the turtle, and gave her head a slight shake. “Không,” she said softly. No.


Tám H[image: image] dug in with grit-covered hands, and I asked him between bites whether he’s reconsidered his retirement plans (or lack thereof) since I last saw him. “It depends on the animal populations, but, for now, I’ll continue,” he said. He added, though, that he’s getting tired of the forest. “I prefer agriculture, but I’ll keep hunting just because I need to make a living.”


For example, he continued, the other morning he bagged a couple of eagles. He’d never seen anything like them. They were circling a rice field in the mist, looking very hungry, so he baited them with meat. When they swooped in and began to eat, he captured them with a net. “Now I’m keeping them in a hidden location nearby,” he said.


“Can we see them?” I asked.


He thought for a moment. “Sure, why not!”


The birds were being kept at his brother’s house down the road. Lĩnh came along, perching sidesaddle on the motorbike behind her husband and draping her arms around his waist. Uy and I followed as they led us past idyllic golden rice paddies full of farmers wearing their country’s trademark conical hats and over creaky wooden bridges. A few minutes later we pulled up to a larger, slightly fancier house than the one Tám H[image: image] lived in. Rather than palm and wood, its walls were made of corrugated plastic, and the floors were tiled instead of dirt. Fat ducks quacked at us from a ditch outside, and a scabies-ridden dog guarded the door.


Tám H[image: image] led us in, through the living room into a back bedroom. There, each bound by one foot to a dresser, were two massive birds. These were no eagles, however. Clearly, they were vultures. Himalayan griffon vultures, to be precise, an ornithologist later confirmed for me—a species that has been recorded only once before in Vietnam, in the far Northwest. Their heads were downy off-white; their hooked beaks deep grey; and their feathers a dark, chocolatey brown with tan veins running through the centers. The vultures’ heads drooped low—a sign the birds were not faring well—but as we entered the room they puffed up, recoiling and hissing at us.


Eager to demonstrate his dominance, Tám H[image: image] strode over to the smaller of the two turkey-sized birds. Using a broom, he deftly maneuvered its snapping head out of the way then grabbed it from behind. He wrestled with it for a moment before gaining the upper hand and opening its wings to show us an impressive span. Had the vulture been human, I’d have described the look in its eyes as murderous.


“I’m thinking about asking permission to raise them,” he said, releasing his grip on the irate raptor and jumping away before it could exact its revenge. “Or selling them.”


Uy, thinking fast, pointed out that these aren’t eagles, they’re vultures. Given their closeness to death and decay, no one in his right mind would want to buy them. In fact, vultures are about the only animal that people in Vietnam won’t eat. “These birds are bad luck,” Uy continued, homing in on Tám H[image: image]’s superstitious weak spot.


Tám H[image: image]’s face fell. The bird’s true identity was apparently news to him. He’d had the vultures for several days now, and each day was costing him 3.5 pounds of meat to feed them—not a trivial expense for animals that wouldn’t sell. Looking crestfallen, he mumbled something about maybe selling them to a zoo.


What happened to the vultures, I do not know. Uy later told me that he anonymously tipped off the local authorities, only to find they weren’t committed enough to pursue the case.


THE SKY WAS A SHADE OF DEEP PURPLE-PINK WHEN WE SET OFF THE FOLLOWING morning to join Tám H[image: image] in the forest. The evening before had been delightful. Uy and I stayed at our old guest house—the same rooms, even. The friendly owners had insisted we join them for a homemade dinner of chicken heads, rice, and vegetables, and I returned their generosity by presenting them with overpriced chocolate from Brooklyn. H[image: image]ng, the veteran who helped me find Tám H[image: image], came out to meet us over a drink, as did a kind, committed ranger we’d closely worked with in 2010. Although the pangolin hunter was the excuse I had used to return to U Minh, the opportunity to see these friendly faces one more time was very much part of the draw.


By the time we reached Tám H[image: image]’s place, the sky had lightened to a hazy white, and the air was a chorus of cock-a-doodle-doos. Tám H[image: image] and Lĩnh were already out front, expecting us. A bit inexplicably, considering that our destination was the forest, Lĩnh was wearing a white bicycle helmet and white peep-toe wedges, revealing the chipped remnants of a long-ago pedicure. Tám H[image: image] was barefoot.


As soon as I saw our mode of transportation, however—a teensy aluminum boat—I realized those cute summer wedges and bare feet might be more appropriate than what I was wearing. I’d dragged my massive hiking boots, each the size and weight of a small boulder, all the way to Vietnam, assuming we’d be tramping through thick brush. Climbing into the boat, I wobbled to and fro like a drunken jack-in-the-box until, at last, I plopped down on a stool half the width of my butt. Uy climbed in next with the grace of a ballerina in comparison, and Lĩnh took her seat with ease, perching at the bow like a pirate ship’s angelic figurehead. She and Tám H[image: image], who was seated in the back, took up a paddle and pushed in unison against the embankment. Our little vessel slipped into the warm black water.


Guns have been illegal in Vietnam since the early 1990s, but hunters like Tám H[image: image] haven’t let that logistical hiccup get in their way. They’ve responded with a diverse array of snares, mist nets, catapults, pitfall traps, poisons, and more. Each animal has strong and weak points, Tám H[image: image] explained, and to be a hunter is to understand these characteristics and exploit them with different traps tailored for different species. To catch a water monitor, for example, he sets a trap with dead frogs, the smell of which is irresistible for the carrion-loving lizards. Monkeys, on the contrary, are smart and will figure out how to open a normal trap. He gets around this by baiting them with bananas attached to a snare that wraps tightly around their wrist. For cobras he doesn’t even bother setting a trap; he just catches them with his bare hands. “I’ve never been bitten,” he said with pride.


A true artisan, he makes all his traps himself, using whatever raw materials he can find around the house. Civet traps are fashioned out of swamp wood and bicycle brake wire (he learned the hard way that larger animals can chew through string and nylon), while his pangolin nets are meticulously and sturdily handwoven. A few other men in U Minh still hunt pangolins, he told me, and one of them uses a dog to sniff out the animals. But Tám H[image: image] doesn’t need that kind of fancy assistance. “Most of the other hunters know of my methods in general, but I haven’t released the copyright,” he said with a chuckle. Of the eighty or so traps he had scattered throughout the forest, today we’d be checking and resetting around fifteen.


We took a sharp turn off the main canal, entering a narrow side channel. The dark water surrounding us sat just an inch or so under the rim of our little boat, which seemed to be defying the laws of physics to keep afloat. The vegetation lining the canal’s banks grew thicker, almost forming a tunnel. As we brushed underneath it, ants rained down on us like confetti, falling onto my arms, into my hair, and down the back of my shirt. Hungry, buzzing mosquitos trailed us. Tám H[image: image] and Lĩnh appeared utterly indifferent to the insect assault, and—trying to play it cool—I did my best to resist frantically slapping all over my body.


“You’re lucky today, because there’s good weather,” Tám H[image: image] said. “If there was a little rain, there would be a lot more mosquitos. In the rainy season, I become black because of the surrounding mosquitoes. They’re my most hated insect.”


We stopped at what appeared to me to be a random spot on the side of the canal but that Tám H[image: image] said was clearly an animal trail. He slipped out of the boat, and Uy and I followed; Lĩnh stayed behind. We pushed into the thick of a bamboo forest where, unlike on the canal, no cool breeze stirred the heavy, humid air. Within seconds I began to sweat as though I was nearing the end of a particularly rigorous SoulCycle class, clothes sticking to my body and hair plastering my face and neck.


I was just beginning to wonder how much farther we were going when Tám H[image: image] stopped and pointed down. I saw nothing. He took a stick, poked at something, and—SNAP! In a flash, a previously invisible loop of metal wire coiled tightly around the stick. He’d tuned this trap, he said, to spring only if something heavier than about two pounds—something worth his time, in other words—tread on it. “A lot of mice come through here, but they won’t trigger it,” he said. We checked a few more invisible-to-me-but-not-to-him snares, all of them empty.


Back on the boat, we passed through more canals and acquired more ants. A slender black leech plopped onto Uy’s neck, which he calmly removed. At our second stop I had a moment of gringa shame when I stood to get up but lost my balance, wildly rocking the boat and causing some water to slosh in. “Wooooaaahh!” everyone yelled. Somehow—thankfully—I managed to stabilize my flailing body before capsizing us into the seven-foot-deep water. “Sometimes I go swimming,” Tám H[image: image] said in a kind attempt to make me feel better. “I’ve fallen out of the boat many times.”


We’d stopped this time in a part of the forest used for growing bananas. Though he was only walking, Tám H[image: image] set a sprint-like pace, weaving through leafy obstacles and across the uneven ground like a figure skater. Soon, I lost sight of him altogether; hearing nothing, seeing nothing, the only sign that he existed at all was the ever-present, faint whiff of a cigarette. Uy and I finally caught up with him only because he stopped to wait. “I’ve seen rangers many times in the forest, but I very quickly hide so they can’t discover me,” he said. After seeing him move like that, I did not doubt it. “Usually they travel in big groups and make a lot of noise.”


We checked a few more traps—again, all empty—and began heading back in the direction of the boat. Suddenly, Tám H[image: image] stopped. “Rái cá! Rái cá!” he shouted with excitement, pointing down. As usual, I saw nothing.


“What’s rái cá?” I asked Uy.


He told me it means “otter.” I looked closer at the brush, excitedly expecting to see an otter but instead seeing what Tám H[image: image] had identified as the signs of an otter: empty snail shells and a couple of fish bones.


There are two kinds of otters living in this region, he explained, one with small claws and the other without claws. (The latter is likely the hairy-nosed otter, one of the world’s rarest otter species. In 2000, it was rediscovered living in U Minh—the first sighting in Vietnam in twenty-three years.) Otters are exceptionally smart and won’t be fooled into a snare trap, Tám H[image: image] continued, so he uses a bear trap for catching them. For reasons that escape him, though, traders no longer want to buy otters. “I’ll come set traps here next time I’m out,” he concluded.


“Wait, if traders don’t buy them anymore, why trap them?” I asked, wondering what I was missing.


“Meat,” he replied simply.


He took the lead again, walking with his hands folded behind his back, carrying a rusted machete. Back at the boat, Tám H[image: image] announced that we were done now: all the traps were checked for the day, and we were heading home. I sighed with relief—not only because I wouldn’t have to witness an animal meeting its doom but also because being out here really was highly unpleasant. Though the excursion had lasted only an hour, I was covered in bites and scratches, and was so drenched in sweat that it looked like I’d fallen into the canal after all. Tám H[image: image] wasn’t lying when he said the forest was not a hospitable work environment.


Back at his house, I thanked him and—despite his insistence that he didn’t want my money—paid him thirteen dollars for his time. Out of curiosity, I asked whether he’d stop hunting if someone employed him, for example, to be a forest guide for tourists. Smoke spirals framed his face as he gazed out at the canal, considering the question. At last, he nodded slowly. “Yes: eleven to thirteen dollars per trip, and I’d quit hunting.”


Rather than encouraging me, though, this answer only disheartened me. Thousands of such hunters operate across Southeast Asia. Employing them as forest protectors or guides may sound like a promising solution, but there simply isn’t enough work to go around. As Felbab-Brown pointed out in her book, “It is one thing to employ twenty hunters… and quite another to bring employment to several thousand people who may reside in or near an ecologically sensitive area.” And research shows that some poachers, she added, won’t give up hunting at all, even when their subsistence is assured through other means.


Uy and I had already said our goodbyes and were climbing onto the motorbike when Tám H[image: image] called out to us, “Wait!” He ran around to the back of the house and returned, moments later, with a small plastic bag. Inside was a live baby turtle, the size of a silver dollar. “For you,” he said, presenting that small life to me with two hands.


Uy, as usual, didn’t comment. But minutes after we had pulled away, he stopped the motorbike. “Give me the turtle,” he said quietly. He eased himself down the canal embankment, reached into the bag and then placed his open palm on the ground. The turtle, sitting in the center of his hand, needed no more encouragement. It bolted for the water and disappeared within seconds. “Good luck!” Uy called out. Without another word, he fired up the motorbike and drove us away.


THE VAST MAJORITY OF CREATURES THAT END UP IN THE ILLEGAL WILDLIFE TRADE get no such second chance. Downer endings are the norm, and the animals in Tám H[image: image]’s possession typify the story of how wildlife finds its way from forest to market. After trapping an animal, Tám H[image: image] immediately calls a trader in nearby Cà Mau City to come pick it up. He doesn’t call the same trader all the time, though. The snake guy won’t buy a monkey; the pangolin guy won’t be interested in monitor lizards—the way someone in London or New York would have a different dealer for weed and cocaine. All the traders know each other, though, so if a hunter comes up with an animal they don’t handle, they’ll tap their network to hook him up with the right person. There are about ten such dealers working in the Cà Mau area alone, Tám H[image: image] said.


Tám H[image: image] could make more money if he’d drive the thirty miles to Cà Mau himself, but he’s not into taking chances. If he’s caught on the road with a pangolin, he could face steep fines and even jail time (or, alternatively, steep bribes). He’s so cautious, in fact, that he doesn’t even allow the traders to come to his home. Instead, they rendezvous at a discreet meeting point. “If I have a very rare animal, I even keep it a secret even from my family,” he said.


What happens to the animals after the pickup is not something that Tám H[image: image] concerns himself with. When I asked him, he shrugged indifferently. “I don’t know where they go. I guess they’re sent to the big city, or to China. Maybe they’re eaten or kept as pets—I have no idea.” Those are all pretty good guesses. Animals are sent to big cities like Ho Chi Minh and Hanoi, and they’re also shipped to China. And although U Minh species wouldn’t commonly be kept as pets, they are most certainly eaten, despite the fact that wildmeat consumption in Vietnam is illegal. The country’s laws clearly state that taking an animal from the wild is illegal and that all animals in commercial trade must be of legal origin.


“Technically, that means if a kid catches a frog in a rice paddy, then according to law it’s not of legal origin because the kid took it from the wild,” said Doug Hendrie, director of wildlife crime and investigations at the nonprofit organization Education for Nature–Vietnam. Some species, including pangolins, tigers, bears, and native primates are given higher priority than others, though, with trade of their meat or parts counting as a criminal violation carrying a maximum penalty of $90,000 or fifteen years in prison.


The laws, however, are primarily decorative. “In Ho Chi Minh City or Hanoi, it’s not hard to track down places to eat endangered species like pangolin,” said Challender, of the IUCN’s Pangolin Specialist Group. “Just ask for the jungle menu and you’ll find it on there.” At one such restaurant, he witnessed a pangolin being killed at the table next to his. The men paid $700 for the animal, which weighed just over four pounds. “The restaurant staff took out a rolling pin, held the pangolin upside down by its tail, and clubbed it on the head until it was unconscious,” Challender recalled. “Then they took out a pair of scissors and opened its throat and drained the blood.”


China, however, isn’t as freewheeling as Vietnam when it comes to pangolin and other banned wildmeat. When President Xi Jinping took office in 2013, he declared war on corruption, vowing to crack down on “tigers and flies,” as he put it—or both high-level and low-level officials guilty of abusing their positions. The anti-corruption campaign (which extended to anti–opulence and extravagance), Felbab-Brown wrote, was motivated by equal parts a desire to increase the party’s popular legitimacy and to consolidating Xi’s power. In addition to weeding out people who accepted bribes, leaked state secrets, bought votes, and more, the campaign included a clampdown on restaurants serving illegal wildmeat, which often cater to a governmental clientele.


Yet pangolin—which has been illegal to eat in China since 1989—is still served there, although much less overtly than in Vietnam. “Now that the Chinese pangolin is almost extinct, the restaurants that are able to provide pangolin meat are very elusive and exclusive,” according to Li at the Wildlife Conservation Society. “You have to get to know them and become a member or VIP. Only then are you able to get the meat.”


If caught, Chinese pangolin-eating patrons face up to ten years in jail, but, for some, the risk isn’t a deterrent. In February 2017, for example, a Shenzhen woman dubbed by media the “Pangolin Princess” was brought in for questioning after social media users brought attention to photos of “pangolin blood fried rice,” “eight animal stew,” and “caterpillar fungus and pangolin soup” that she had posted on Weibo, China’s version of Twitter. She bragged that the dishes were so nourishing they made her nose bleed.


I wanted to see one of these notorious wildmeat restaurants for myself. Would the shady establishments be located down a back alley, requiring a secret knock to gain entry? Were they patronized by tables of beefy, knife-carrying gangster types? I didn’t have the connections to infiltrate the wildmeat scene in China, but Challender and others made it sound like it would be fairly easy in Vietnam. So, after bidding U Minh h[image: image]n g[image: image]p l[image: image]i (see you later), I headed straight to Ho Chi Minh City.


NGUY[image: image]N KIM TH[image: image]O ISN’T A WOMAN WHO IS EASILY RATTLED. A FORMER FLIGHT attendant, she’s dealt with everything from severe turbulence to passengers who demand a fresh vodka tonic every four minutes—all the while wearing a picture-perfect “ten-tooth” smile, as her boss regularly commanded. As such, she was the first person I called for help infiltrating the city’s illegal wildmeat scene.


Th[image: image]o and I had become acquainted a decade before, when she and her family invited me into their C[image: image] Th[image: image] home as a foreign exchange student. We quickly bonded over áo dài glamour shots, curry goat hot pots, and tales of college romance, and we’d remained friends—sisters, we say—ever since.


A helpful source had shared a list of ten places he’d found serving pangolin meat in Ho Chi Minh City, places whose names translated as Forest Scent, Vietnam Streets, and Restaurant Tràm Chim (a reference to one of the country’s national parks). Over beers at a live music joint, I asked Th[image: image]o whether she’d be up for calling a few of those restaurants to see what she could find out. If things sounded good, perhaps we could even go together.


The next afternoon, a barrage of Facebook chat messages lit up my phone, detailing what Th[image: image]o had learned. “Oh scary, Huong Rung sells whole pangolins—7 million VND per kg,” she wrote, excitedly launching straight in without so much as a “hello.” Pulling up a currency converter, I ran the number twice, just to make sure I hadn’t made a mistake the first time. Seven million Vietnam dong per kilogram is nearly $150 per pound. Not that I had planned to order pangolin, but, damn, even if I wanted to, I couldn’t afford it!


Messages from Th[image: image]o continued to pour in: “You can just call two hours before n they will bring a pangolin back to sell. You can come n see, they bring the whole pangolin, weigh it to calculate the price for ya, n cook it right away. They sell civet n snake also. But they seem very fierce! If you act like a normal customer and not a journalist they may be willing to say something, otherwise I don’t dare to come n translate. Terrified me!” To emphasize her point, she ended with a series of frowny-face emojis. If Th[image: image]o is unsettled by just a brief phone call, then this probably isn’t something I should be getting into.…


I needed to fully understand the situation, so I asked Th[image: image]o to fill me in on a few more details. She’d called two places, she said. A receptionist picked up at the first, and when Th[image: image]o asked her whether they sold pangolin, the woman hesitated, seemingly taken aback. “She spoke to me like this wasn’t an open story she could freely tell,” Th[image: image]o said. The receptionist passed the baton, putting Th[image: image]o on hold to get her supervisor. The pangolins, he explained in a gruff, stern voice, aren’t kept on site. Instead, once an order is made, he’ll call his go-to guy, who will bring the pangolin to the premises within a couple of hours. To reassure Th[image: image]o that she would in fact be getting what she paid for, she would be invited to visit the kitchen before the meal. There, she could become better acquainted with her pangolin—still very much alive—and watch as it is weighed. Once the weight is determined, she would need to pay a deposit to hold the animal. When she returned that evening, the staff would present the animal to her table and then slit its throat in front of her and her guests—once again reassuring her that she would indeed be dining on genuine pangolin flesh.


Th[image: image]o’s curiosity on the phone, however, lacked any hint of commitment, and eventually the manager had had enough. “Why are you asking so many questions?” he spat. “If you want it, just come here and get it!” He hung up.


The call had left a strong impression on her. “These kinds of people that dare to do business that’s banned by the government, they surely have their backup—if you know what I mean.”


“So you think it’s not safe?” I replied. “Maybe it’s better if we don’t go?”


“If we tell them you are a journalist, then no, it’s not safe. But how about this: we just act normal and observe, and if you don’t inform them that you’re a journalist, I think then it’s ok.”


“I’m just not sure I can pretend to be someone I’m not…” I typed back hesitantly.


“If we tell them, though, I don’t know what kind of bad intentions they might have!”


Th[image: image]o had a point. Was walking up to a crooked, pangolin-killing restaurant manager and asking him for an interview about his wrongdoings really such a good idea? What if he pulled a knife and led us into a back room or sent his wildlife-smuggling cronies after us when we departed? A swift club to the back of the head while riding a motorbike would not end well. I could already see the headlines: “American Journalist, Friends, Murdered by Vietnamese Crime Chef.”


“Ok,” I wrote back, returning to reality. “Let’s try your plan. I won’t say anything unless it feels right.”


I headed upstairs to a room I was sharing with Ty Parker, my best friend and fellow New Yorker, whom I’d convinced to join me in Ho Chi Minh City. His love of travel and lust for status-earning miles make him susceptible to things like flying to Vietnam for a long weekend of undercover investigations mixed in with some ph[image: image] and drag shows. But although he’s accompanied me on past reporting trips—Mongolia, Nepal, and India, to name a few—this trip’s theme struck a particularly significant chord. Ty is no writer, activist, or conservationist—he’s a computer programmer on Wall Street—but animal welfare is one of his pet concerns; he’s the type of vegetarian who readily shoots withering looks to anyone who orders chorizo or chicken in his presence. A week or so prior, I’d run the idea of visiting an illegal wildmeat restaurant by him and was relieved when he agreed: “Yeah, that would be cool. As long as I don’t have to eat it.”


Now, I was even more thankful he’d be joining us. Skinny and pale with balding ginger hair, Ty won’t be winning many boxing matches—but I still felt that his masculine presence would make Th[image: image]o and me less vulnerable.


When I came back to the hotel room, I found Ty scrolling through his phone. “Well, the good news is we’re going out tonight,” I announced, shooting him a sarcastic grin. “The bad news is we might be killed by wildlife mafia bosses.”


“The drinks in this country are too cheap not to risk it!” he replied with classic Ty humor.


It was almost time to meet Th[image: image]o, so we headed downstairs. We were staying at the Majestic, a grand but faded old establishment that will always be my favorite Ho Chi Minh base. Outside, the sinking sun had set the metropolitan smog and sky ablaze in an orange-pink glow, transforming the pollution-choked Saigon River into something romantic and timeless. I could image a teenage Marguerite Duras in the faceless twilight crowds, strolling by, arm-in-arm with her illicit Chinese lover, on her way to some long-forgotten, fabulous engagement.


My daydreaming was broken as two motorbikes veered out of the manic onslaught of whizzing scooters and beeping taxis, stopping just in front of us. It was Th[image: image]o and Dũng, a friend she’d recruited for the evening. Th[image: image]o, it turned out, was taking this mission very seriously: she had convincingly transformed into a wealthy businesswoman, donning kitten heels, a smart black silk blouse, and a Marc Jacobs watch with a matching handbag. My scuffed flats and sweat-stained travel dress no longer seemed to cut it.


“Uh, I think I should probably go change,” I said.


“No problem, you look fine,” Th[image: image]o said, handing me her spare helmet with a manicured hand. “You’re a foreigner. Everyone automatically assumes you’ve got a lot of money no matter how you’re dressed.”


Trusting her, I hopped on the back of her canary-yellow motorbike, and off we went into the insanity of Saigon’s traffic. My anxiety had been building all afternoon—ever since Th[image: image]o’s uncharacteristic reaction to the phone calls—and, now that we were on our way to the restaurant, a pangolin-sized knot had formed in my stomach. I was beginning to feel like a fraud whose pretend play at investigative journalism was about to come back to bite her.


I didn’t have time to dwell on my worries for long; within about fifteen minutes, we arrived at our destination, Thiên V[image: image]ng T[image: image]u, or Wine for the Heavenly King. It was tucked into a side street, just off a busy road in District 3 that was lined with high-rise banks and bushy mimosa trees. Airy, two-storied, and open to the street, the restaurant was decked out in gold, red, and yellow New Year decorations, and the glowing green of a massive Heineken sign out front complimented well-manicured pots of bamboo and bonsai-style trees. A valet took Th[image: image]o and Dũng’s bikes, and a hostess wearing a neat white áo dài met us at the door.


I was taken aback. Where was the unmarked entryway? Where were the glowering henchmen and bouncers? The blood-spattered walls from so many animal executions? I wasn’t the only one with this reaction. “This is not at all what I expected,” Ty mumbled to me as we entered the brightly lit dining room. “I thought we would be going to, like, some dark alley.”


We passed a stack of clean fish tanks brimming with giant shrimp and catfish, triggering a memory for Dũng: “Oh, I’ve been here before! My company took us here last year for a party. This is an expensive place, really fancy.” Judging by its size, the restaurant could comfortably accommodate half a dozen such parties simultaneously.


The hostess sat us at a front street-facing table and handed over massive, leather-bound menus. Opening mine, I wanted to quickly paw through to see what kind of wildlife horrors might be advertised, but I forced myself to slowly survey the options like a normal customer. I smiled vacantly, glancing over all the usual suspects of chicken, pork, duck, and beef, along with various noodles and rice dishes. But then, with the turn of a page, I hit the motherlode.


In the very back, complete with photographs, were several pages advertising a menagerie of wild animals. Fried bats were pictured next to the bony legs and rat-like tail of a roasted civet on a platter adorned with greens; on the next page, a boiled pangolin lay splayed out on a plate in a morbid belly flop. Some photos, rather than depicting prepared dishes, took the even less subtle approach of displaying the actual animal in question: a porcupine, two grinning bears, a bright green lizard, a turtle, and more. Th[image: image]o translated a few of the offerings, including pangolin stewed with Chinese herbs, snake-meat sausage, fried tortoise viscera, and bear paw cooked with ginger (twenty-four hours’ notice required).


I was dumbfounded. I hadn’t known what to expect, but an illustrated menu of illegal products handed out to anyone who walks through the door was definitely not it. Staring at the pages, I began plotting a way to covertly sneak some photos. Maybe I could get Th[image: image]o to distract the staff. Or I could put the menu in my lap and take pictures without anyone noticing. Or hide it under my dress and take it to the bathroom with me.…


Not everyone at our table was on board with our nothing-to-see-here, we’re-just-some-average-customers role-play, however. Holding up one of the animal pages as though it was his turn to share at show-and-tell, Dũng emphatically gestured at the pangolin. “Look, Rachel! Look! Wildmeat!” he exclaimed, his eyes wide.


“Yup, got it,” I said between a tight smile, silently willing him to shut up and play cool. He was going to blow our cover! Yet the servers hovering nearby—attractive young women clad in tight black-and-gold minidresses—seemed utterly uninterested.


Food ordered, beers poured, it seemed my chance to bust out the camera would arrive momentarily. Yet our hostess seemed firmly planted in place, standing just a couple of steps from our table. Each time Ty or I would take a small sip of beer, she rushed over and diligently refilled our glasses. Th[image: image]o, ever perceptive, noticed my distress. She turned to the young woman and said something in Vietnamese that immediately sent her scurrying away.


“Did you just tell her to fuck off?” Ty asked with an impressed raise of his brows.


“I just told her we want to enjoy our dinner naturally.”


I laughed, beginning to relax. “So basically, yes, you told her to fuck off.”


Finally free from prying eyes, I quickly snapped a few photos of each menu page, even daring to whip out my conspicuous SLR camera. No one seemed to notice or care. The food soon arrived, and conversation turned to other things. At one point, Th[image: image]o and I took a break to visit the ladies’ room, peeping into the kitchen as we made our way through the restaurant. But everything appeared to be completely normal: no animal cages, no protected species on the cutting board, no pile of severed bear parts or pangolin scales. The night, it seemed, would end without incident.


My courage was steadily growing, reinforced by the beer and the mundane uneventfulness of the visit. I decided to try my luck with an interview, and Th[image: image]o agreed that things seemed safe enough. By this time, the place had begun to fill up with couples, groups of men and even families with toddlers, so I figured we were probably safe from physical attack at least, given all the potential eyewitnesses. Minutes after Th[image: image]o asked to speak with the manager, a soft-faced young man with an eager smile appeared at our table. His name tag, pinned next to a yellow smiley face button, read Quóc Trung.


Through Th[image: image]o, I told Quóc that I was an American journalist researching exotic meat in Vietnam. “Oh yes, that is our specialty,” he said, nodding. He either did not notice or did not mention that it was odd that our table had not sampled a single piece of said specialty. I had jotted down a list of questions to ask, but Quóc needed little prompting. Th[image: image]o could hardly keep up with the translation.


“Exotic meat is extremely popular,” he began. “Civets and pangolins especially. Tortoises and snakes sell well, too. I think civet served with sticky rice is the most delicious.”


When asked about the exorbitant price for pangolins, he explained that it stems from the fact that they cannot be raised in captivity. “Everyone wants them,” he said. “But only high-class and special guests get to enjoy this animal.”


“But why do people want pangolin—what makes it worth paying so much?” I prodded.


“People are willing to pay, not only because the pangolin’s meat is tasty, but also because the pangolin’s scales treat a lot of sicknesses,” he confidently informed me. “The scales are good for the body. They can treat all sorts of things, like back or joint pains. Or if a woman is having trouble lactating, she can take them to help her produce milk.”


Judging by his earnest tone, it did not seem like he was just making this stuff up to push his pangolin products. He believed it—and customers apparently did, too. Those who order a pangolin almost always want to keep their animal’s scales, he told us. The fee patrons pay for their pangolin includes removing, drying, and packing the scales up in a doggie bag.


Dũng piped up with his own question, finally understanding this game. “So does the government allow this?”


“No,” Quóc smiled slyly. “But we have our sources. We get no problems from the authorities because we have good connections with the police. Although everyone knows it’s banned, we can still advertise it and put the pictures in the menu—we don’t have to worry about anything. Anyway, the demand is so high for these things, we have to supply them.”


Quóc didn’t know the origin of the animals that found their way to his restaurant, but he conceded that they could very well hail from U Minh. “I’ve never been to U Minh forest myself, I’ve just seen it on TV,” he said. “But there’s a lot of people down there who sell exotic meat.” Once the animals reach his kitchen, he added, they have already changed hands many times.


“Oh, look, that table has ordered a cobra!” Quóc interrupted himself, gesturing to a five-top composed of two white men, two Vietnamese women, and an older Vietnamese man. Overweight, middle aged, and wearing ill-fitting polo shirts and glasses, the two foreigners looked like they belonged in a sad suburban office park, not a posh restaurant catering to a wealthy Vietnamese clientele. Speaking French to each other, they switched to Vietnamese when addressing their dates, who were trim, well dressed, and also middle aged.


Two servers clad in red uniforms with clown-like yellow buttons had just come out of the back, pushing a plastic trolley with a silver tray and white ceramic bowl on top of it. One carried a large yellow mesh bag. Inside, it appeared that something was moving. “You can take photos if you’d like,” Quóc offered helpfully.


Unlike me, the Frenchmen did not wait for permission. Grinning and rising from their chairs, one of them whipped out an iPhone, the other an iPad. The women remained seated, but their dates crowded close to the cart. I jumped to my feet, too, dreading what I suspected was about to happen, yet knowing this was what I had come here to see. The servers untied the bag, reached in, and withdrew a writhing black cobra, its mouth tightly bound with green twine. The snake had to be at least five feet long. It thrashed and twisted, fighting for its life. Almost certainly plucked from a rice paddy or forest days or weeks before, I imagined the deadly predator was for the first time experiencing an uncomfortable new sensation: fear.


With their ear studs, tattoos, and swooped bangs, the young men holding the snake could very well be Vietnamese hipsters. But here at work, they were animal-killing professionals. They went about their duties with a practiced ease, as though they were preparing nothing more complicated than a venti latte. Swoop boy, the shorter of the two, grasped the snake’s throat in his left hand, its tail in his right, and extended his arms, which were not quite long enough to hold the animal taut. Tattoo boy then felt along the snake’s stomach with his thumb, forming a painful-looking indentation in its body as he worked his way up toward its head. At last, he found what he was looking for. Grabbing a pair of black-handled scissors, he inserted the tip into the snake’s belly, and then wiggled it around until he was able to slip one of the blades under the skin. Then, he began to cut.


The snake’s pupils dilated, and its purple tongue slipped out of its bound mouth as though it were panting. If snakes could scream, this one certainly would be. Vibrant red blood began to seep, and then pour, from the incision, now about five inches long. Meanwhile, the Frenchmen who had ordered this execution were scurrying to and fro, trying to find the best angle to film the spectacle.


The show, it turned out, was just getting started. Tattoo boy inserted three of his bare fingers into the moist slit, feeling around thoughtfully and then pulling. Grasped delicately between his now blood-coated thumb and index finger was the cobra’s beating heart. With one final snip, it was all over. Into a small dish went the heart, out went the cobra’s life.


“Are you going to eat that?” I asked incredulously, turning to one of the Frenchman. Without breaking his gaze on the snake, he nodded sternly, his brows furrowed in concentration—or perhaps annoyance.


Swoop boy now angled the animal’s body downward while tattoo boy worked the scaly corpse like a tube of toothpaste, squeezing the blood into the ceramic bowl. Its pristine whiteness made the shock of red all the more stark. Later, the blood would be mixed with alcohol, to be taken in shots in a show of masculine bravado. Although the snake’s eyes were glassy, its body, as if still unable to accept the finality of its fate, continued to twist and spasm.


The shrimp paste and fried spicy tofu no longer seemed so settled in my stomach. The servers were still working the snake over, however, so I forced myself to continue looking, snapping photos every few seconds. Out came the animal’s viscera, along with globs of bright yellowish fat. Finally, swoop boy took the snake’s head, and with a couple of determined snips, tattoo boy decapitated it. I turned away, sensing the show was over.


Floating back to our table, I lowered my numb body into my chair, staring at my friends in blank shock. Just then, Quóc reemerged from the kitchen, bearing yet another yellow mesh bag. Oh God—more?? I really did not feel up to seeing another animal being tortured to death. This bag contained a civet. It was about the size of a Yorkie but with a fur patterns reminiscent of a raccoon. Its snouted face was lowered in defeat; any fight it once had, it seemed, had long since been extinguished. It reached up, placing its small, cat-like paws against the sides of the bag, as if trying to brace itself for what was to come. It hardly moved from that position even as Quóc wildly spun the bag and tossed—nearly slammed—it carelessly to the ground.


My chest clinched in bitter, helpless frustration. I had experienced this sensation before. Memories flooded back: a day on the playground when a group of tyrannical third-grade boys began stomping on baby toads that had just emerged from spring puddles; a kitten that was brought into the veterinary clinic where I worked, caked in blood and comatose after the owner’s boyfriend had kicked it across the room; a group of teenage visitors at a zoo in Vietnam who used a hose to water-cannon caged animals while the staff placidly looked on.


Quóc was saying something, but by this point—if Th[image: image]o was translating at all—it no longer registered. “I think we should go now,” I said, abruptly rising from the table and now feeling less the urge to vomit than to cry. Ty, who looked like a deer in the headlights, nodded emphatically.


Fetching the motorbikes, we reconvened outside in stunned silence. Even Dũng seemed to be at a loss for words. Finally, Ty cleared his throat. “Obviously, that was absolutely horrifying.… But wow! That manager really just sang for you like a canary. Not that a canary would sing here for very long.…”


I laughed, grateful for the comic relief.


“My uncle trusts this kind of thinking, that you can eat exotic meat and blood and recover from illnesses,” Th[image: image]o said. “Many old Vietnamese think this way. But those poor animals… why can’t they just eat duck or chicken? They’re perfectly delicious and fine!”


“Or vegetables,” Ty added dryly. He admitted that he had averted his gaze throughout the entire snake spectacle. “I just couldn’t do it,” he said, looking down. “I couldn’t watch that.” In a way, I envied him.


As we pulled away, I could hear the women clapping and cheering shrilly as the Frenchmen took their first shots of the cobra’s still-warm blood.













Two



HER SISTER’S PANGOLIN SCALE GUY


MEAT, as Quóc Trung indicated, isn’t the only reason someone would want a pangolin. Traditional medicine—predominantly, traditional Chinese medicine, practiced in various forms throughout Asia—is another driver of the illegal wildlife trade. Pangolins are listed in its ancient pharmacopeia, alongside a host of other endangered species: tigers, rhinos, tortoises, and more. Very few have been shown to have any medical benefit at all, however—and yet some of the purported pharmaceutical ingredients derived from protected animals sell for hundreds or even thousands of dollars.


Why?


TRADITIONAL CHINESE MEDICINE APPEARED ON THE SCENE ABOUT 3,000 YEARS ago—the ancient culture’s answer to the universal human desire to maintain health, conquer disease, and delay death. The practice evolved over the millennia, eventually encompassing a diverse array of medicines and treatments, including acupuncture, tai chi, and massage, used by hundreds of millions of people today. It also led to the discovery of many mainstream pharmaceuticals used today, including artemisinin, a leading malaria treatment, and ephedrine, prescribed to relieve shortness of breath in asthma patients. Other herbs originally identified in its pharmacopeia are the subjects of ongoing clinical trials and evidence-based drug development.


Even as traditional Chinese medicine expanded and matured over the years, however, its underlying philosophy remained for the most part unchanged, stemming from the belief that the body contains a vital energy called qi (literally, “air, breath”). According to traditional practitioners, qi is our life force, powering our organs and bodily functions by circulating through channels called meridians. Traditional Chinese medicine seeks to maintain, balance, and restore qi.


Things get a bit more complex from there. As first described in The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Medicine dating from the Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE), the body is composed of yin and yang—opposite yet interdependent, complementary principles that govern the world. Examples include earth/heaven; cold/hot; male/female; winter/summer; and night/day. To prevent disease and ill health, yin and yang must be harmonized, and qi must be regulated. As Richard Ellis, author of Tiger Bone and Rhino Horn, put it, “Weak organs are strengthened, congested channels are opened, excess is dispersed, tightness is loosened, agitation is calmed, heat is cooled, cold is warmed, dryness is moistened and dampness is drained.”


Figuring out how to achieve those effects depends on understanding the relationship between the so-called five elements that traditional Chinese medicine uses to categorize all things in nature—parts of the body included—as well as other components thought to factor into health, including the five spiritual resources, the five climates, the five viscera, and the five flavors. The solution to a patient’s problem could be a matter of exercise or diet change, or it could entail pharmaceuticals thought to possess the deficiency in question. Rhino horn, for example, is considered to have a cooling effect, so it would traditionally (and illegally, today) be prescribed for cooling the blood or reducing fever.


Although traditional Chinese medicine and Western medicine are often presented as at odds with each other, they weren’t always so different. Born in 460 BCE, Hippocrates asserted that disease was the result of an imbalance of four bodily humors, and medicine was the antidote to restore that balance. As in traditional Chinese medicine, Hippocrates’s humors each had their own characteristics and were associated with specific seasons, ages, elements, organs, and temperaments.


These ideas persisted for centuries in Europe, until modern science began to emerge. Advances—including Antonie van Leeuwenhoek’s 1683 discovery of microbes and Louis Pasteur’s nineteenth-century refutation of spontaneous generation—paved the way for the germ theory of disease. Sickness was no longer considered the result of imbalances within body but of an attack waged by invisible invaders.


Even as these views swept through the West and some parts of Asia in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many traditional doctors in China paid them little heed (exceptions existed, however: nineteenth-century Chinese medicine thoroughly assimilated the smallpox vaccine, for example). Germ theory wasn’t the only medical oversight, however. A centuries-old Confucian taboo against violating the human body also stymied development of detailed anatomical knowledge.


By the turn of the century, the average Chinese citizen lived just thirty years, compared to forty-seven in the United States. As the health of China’s citizens continued to fall behind other countries, some came to view traditional medicine as the cause. In 1879, Yu Yue, a prominent Qing dynasty scholar, published the first known call for an end to the practice. Yu’s beliefs gained traction in the coming decades, especially among younger people, many of whom were educated in Japan. Enthusiasm for Western medicine increased even more after the Sino-Japanese War of 1895 and the Russo-Japanese War of 1905. Having seen how Japan’s modernized methods of combat and its Western-style military medicine enabled it to become an international power, China was eager to follow suit. The young Mao Zedong also grew up during these tumultuous years, and, as a young man, he, too, firmly supported relegating traditional Chinese medicine to the past.


These sentiments had reached a fever pitch by the time the Nationalist Party took control of China in 1928. The country’s new officials quickly voted to abolish traditional Chinese medicine in favor of a Western medical system. Traditional practitioners fought back, however. The formerly ragtag group mobilized under the banner of the National Medicine Movement, with a goal of integrating their practices into the modern state. They organized protests and fought government suppression, which included statewide bans on teaching traditional medicine or advertising for its services.


The conflict between the two medical camps was still raging when the Second Sino-Japanese War broke out in 1937, followed by civil war in 1946. Amid those distractions, support for traditional medicine quietly grew, especially in the countryside. When the Communists finally emerged victorious in 1949 and Mao assumed control, he found that he was forced to endorse traditional Chinese medicine. He wanted to win the support of the rural population, and there simply weren’t enough Western-trained doctors or Western hospitals to meet the needs of China’s 500 million–plus people. Li Zhisui, Mao’s personal physician, later recounted the chairman saying, “Even though I believe we should promote Chinese medicine, I personally do not believe in it.”


China’s health care wouldn’t be based solely on traditional medicine, however. Mao aimed to unify Chinese and Western health care under the banner of “One Medicine.” Traditional physicians were taught basic Western-style treatments, science-friendly terms such as “holism” and “preventative care” entered the traditional lexicon, and traditional medicine’s oftentimes contradictory and idiosyncratic knowledge was condensed into standardized textbooks. New laws also prevented self-trained or apprenticeship-trained physicians from providing care, a rule that disproportionately impacted traditional practitioners, and a mandatory exam based on Western medical knowledge excluded still more. As a result, many traditional doctors gave up their professions.


It wasn’t that traditional doctors were being singled out, however; medical reform was a two-way street. As one 1960 slogan read, “Chinese medicine must become scientific, Western medicine must become Chinese.” To fulfill the latter order, Western medicine practitioners were forced to study Chinese medicine in reeducation programs, and Chinese medicine was integrated into the curriculum at Western-leaning medical universities. Many Western-trained doctors were disgruntled about the new system, but the most successful of those who embraced it advanced to high positions in the Ministry of Health.


Everything changed, however, when the Cultural Revolution kicked into gear in 1966. China’s “lost decade” saw the gross simplification of the medical system. Certain renowned physicians became “forces of evil” who were tortured and sometimes killed (or else committed suicide), while many others were banished to the countryside to tend to workers and peasants. Other doctors, conversely—especially traditional ones—were praised for their commitment to the indigenous genius of the Chinese working people.


Two years after Mao’s 1976 death, the state acknowledged that the chairman’s experiment had failed. The following years brought a wave of reforms that resumed efforts under way prior to the Cultural Revolution. As Volker Scheid and Sean Hsiang-Lin Lei put it in Medical Transitions in Twentieth-Century China, “In the long run, the Cultural Revolution merely interrupted the process of expansion and modernization that had been set in motion during the previous decade.” At the end of the 1970s China opened its doors to the outside world, and within a decade it transformed from a poor, backwater nation that imported and exported few goods to “the factory of the world,” as Howard French wrote in China’s Second Continent. It remains one of the world’s fastest-growing economies.


Health care has also developed significantly over the past decades. Today, many Chinese opt for a dual-care model, with traditional medicine used to maintain health and treat chronic disease and Western chosen for more acute illnesses. The latter makes up the majority of health care, but traditional medicine is seen as an integral piece of cultural identity—the “pride and prize of the nation,” according to Shu-Feng Zhou of the University of Melbourne’s Division of Chinese Medicine. It’s also important from a financial perspective. In 2005, traditional medicine generated more than $10 billion for China’s economy, accounting for a quarter of overall medical production value. Hoping to further bolster those numbers, the government has ramped up its financial support of the industry. In 2017, the Law on Traditional Chinese Medicine also went into effect, putting traditional medicine on par with Western medicine in terms of training, research, standards, and access.


Despite the ongoing intermingling, Western and traditional Chinese medicine remain quite distinct. “These are really two very different systems,” said Lixin Huang, executive director of the American College of Traditional Medicine at the California Institute of Integral Studies. “One is looking at health from a purely scientific base, while the other comes from the theory of yin and yang, from how people live and what affects their lives. In Chinese medicine, you’re not just another of the one hundred people treated that week with flu or diabetes. Doctors are really looking at you as an individual to know what brought you to that point, and, from there, they prescribe a very individualized treatment. So even if you are diagnosed with a certain disease, your treatment will differ from other patients with that same diagnosis.”


Such treatments tend to be more popular in the Chinese countryside because they’re more affordable, but traditional medicine also appeals to certain city dwellers as well. Famous traditional doctors have recently authored best-selling books and make regular media appearances, and their clientele consists of urban elites—the sort of Gwyneth Paltrow types of China—who seek to better their minds and bodies with the trendiest natural remedies.


Although most ingredients used in traditional Chinese medicine are plant based, they also extend to endangered and protected species. Around 1,500 animals are included in the traditional Chinese medicine pharmacopeia, and of the 112 most commonly used species, 22 percent are endangered, and 51 percent are headed in that direction, according to Zhibin Meng of the Institute of Zoology at the Chinese Academy of Sciences.


Some products derived from imperiled wildlife, including tiger bone, rhino horn, and deer musk, are banned in China, while others, such as pangolin scales and bear bile, are supposedly strictly regulated. Evidence indicates that the rules are often broken, however. “A certain small number of consumers continue to use endangered species, either out of ignorance or because they place no value on the environment,” Huang said. “Some are stuck in old ideas, while others want to show off by giving their bosses expensive gifts. And some—the sellers—promote these things only for commercial gain.”


Echoing Yu Yue’s 1879 call for a ban on traditional Chinese medicine, some prominent scholars today point out that one way to solve the endangered species problem would be to simply abolish the practice altogether. Such a proposal is just as inflammatory now—perhaps even more so. At the heart of the contemporary controversy is Zhang Gong-Yao, a recently retired professor of history and philosophy of science at Central South University in Changsha, who published a 2006 article titled “Farewell to Chinese Medicine.” His thesis: traditional medicine is an irrational, nostalgic pseudoscience that needs to be purged from the official health-care system. Later referred to as “the ‘farewell’ incident,” Zhang’s paper kicked off a heated debate that continues today.


I met Zhang in a hotel lobby in Changsha, where he explained his ideas over green tea. He was a slight, well-dressed figure, quick to smile, with expressive black eyebrows that shot up and down as he talked. “Traditional Chinese medicine is all about belief—blind belief,” he began, pulling no punches. “It is a lie that has been fabricated with no scientific proof.” The root of the problem, he explained, is that traditional medicine originated from “witchcraft,” yet the practice has never modernized fully. Most prescriptions have either never been scientifically evaluated or else have failed to show any efficacy in scientific trials, he said. Take ginseng, for example. Although it’s popularly referred to by traditional practitioners as the “king of tonics,” research has shown ginseng to be neither medically valuable nor especially nutritional. If paired with certain diseases or symptoms, moreover—including high blood pressure, insomnia, colds, and allergies—ginseng can be harmful. For other prescriptions, the problems are more obvious: some traditional remedies call for lead, mercury, venomous centipedes, dirt, or dog poop, Zhang pointed out.


Zhang is also concerned about the harm traditional Chinese medicine inflicts on animals. As he wrote in his paper, practitioners erroneously chase after “strange and rare things”—monkey brain, tiger penis, and rhino horn, to name a few—to achieve “miraculous effects.” The rarer the wildlife, he said, the severer the devastation. “The public needs to understand why Chinese medicine harms society by ruining the environment and using up precious species,” he said. “It’s a waste of resources, while gaining nothing for medical treatment.”


Many are outraged by Zhang’s claims. “I’ve been told that I’m betraying the nation,” he said. “Someone on the Internet even threatened to kill me.” The years following his article’s publication also saw a flurry of more than two hundred papers and reports, plus countless media stories, criticizing him. As two scholars from Nanjing University of Traditional Chinese Medicine wrote in 2009, “The overwhelming response to Zhang’s assertions suggest that his opinions fail to accord with educators, researchers, practitioners, government funding authorities and, critically, the consumers of [traditional Chinese medicine]—the general public.”


Zhang wasn’t surprised by any of this. “The Chinese lack the ability to look at this issue in an objective and scientific way,” he said. “Those who disagree with my ideas do so from an emotional point of view.” Contrary to what his critics suggested, there were also quite a few prominent Chinese who agreed with him, both publicly and privately.


Although the government never reached out to Zhang directly, the state did make its views known by suppressing his work. An online petition Zhang launched calling for the abolishment of traditional medicine was shut down after ten days, and a follow-up article and a book that he wrote on the subject were barred from publication. Rather than give up, though, he signed on with a South Korean publisher that translated and distributed his works there. In China, however, “I’m no longer allowed to publish articles that object to traditional Chinese medicine,” he said.
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