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  In this book I have attempted to give the flavor of a period in my life at a time in Kenya when poaching of elephants for their ivory was a matter of great concern to

  relatively few people, either in Africa or elsewhere. Incidents and events are described from my own perspective. Many people—friends, colleagues, and adversaries—have struggled and

  will continue to struggle with the challenges facing conservation in Kenya and in other countries. There is surely no simple prescription. I hope that I have not trivialized the problems. African

  elephants continue to be threatened and probably will be for many years to come.




  Managing public institutions in countries that suffer from underdevelopment and poverty is never easy. I often hear people say that they simply cannot understand why a particluar solution to a

  particular problem is not adopted. In most cases the problems are more complex than they realize, and this applies not only to conservation but to other fields as well. Poverty is the most

  insidious threat to our planet. We must address the fact that a growing number of people live with far less than the bare minimum of resources.




  Conservation of biodiversity may be a global imperative, but eating one cooked meal a day and drinking clean water are more basic to the survival of most of the world’s population.

  Protecting elephants and conserving natural ecosystems remain my personal priorities. But I am not so sure this would be so were I ill, hungry, and living in despair. I enjoy fresh air, sunshine,

  and crisp starlit nights. I do so, however, knowing full well that when I need it I can find shelter. We must somehow find a way to provide for our own species if we are also to preserve

  others.




  In Kenya, as in any number of African countries, poverty is real. Famine, drought, and floods are constant. Malaria and other tropical diseases continue to devastate the population. HIV/AIDS

  threatens too many to contemplate. Felling forests, turning parks into cattle ranches, and draining wetlands are short-term political responses to immediate problems. Giving up natural spaces and

  killing animal species will not bring prosperity. The way toward eradicating poverty cannot be through environmental degradation. The greater challenge is to create jobs, generate modest affluence,

  and encourage people to live away from lands that are critical for our planet’s health.




  Generating the political will to maintain systems for protected areas or to rigorously defend national parks and national forests from encroachment is not as difficult as providing adequate

  funds to sustain them once they are protected. One of the lessons I learned from my years as a director of a wildlife agency is the importance of long-term, guaranteed operating costs for wildlife

  conservation.




  Today the Kenya Wildlife Service is operating successfully, and the revenues generated from tourism in the national parks are substantial. However, Kenya, while peaceful and civilized, lies in a

  region of great volatility, and the flow of tourists can be cut off or dramatically reduced because of activities and events beyond our boundaries. For that reason the country’s great

  national parks will remain very vulnerable. Their loss would be the world’s loss.




  In this book’s last chapter, I summarize some of my activities since leaving the Kenya Wildlife Service. Although I am no longer working in Kenya’s public sector I have had to

  excercise some restraint about divulging the identities of some colleagues and details of certain events. I do not think, however, that this restraint compromises the essence of my story.




  Clean air, clean water, plentiful forests, and a human population that is well fed, educated, and reasonably affluent is our goal in Kenya. Saving the elephants is symbolic—a means to

  achieve these greater objectives.
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  It was late one afternoon in May 1989, only ten days after President Daniel arap Moi had appointed me director of Kenya’s Wildlife Department, when I first saw the

  elephant tusks. Rangers and policemen from the Kenyan government had confiscated the ivory from poachers and stacked it in neat piles in a stone warehouse with steel doors (it had been built to

  store weapons and ammunition) on Museum Hill in Nairobi. It was all to be sold to the highest bidder. Rangers armed with assault rifles stood guard—and with good reason. On the open market,

  raw ivory like this was then going for about a hundred dollars a pound. The approximately two thousand tusks stored here were therefore worth a considerable sum of money. The money to be earned

  from the ivory auction was earmarked for the Wildlife Department, which was in desperate financial straits and rife with corruption and inefficiency. Were I to straighten it out and stop the

  poaching that was destroying our elephant population, those funds would certainly help.




  I had never really paid much attention to elephant tusks. In fact, before that day, I had almost never had occasion to handle one. Prior to my appointment to Wildlife, I had been director of the

  National Kenya Museums—and best known as a paleontologist and discoverer of early human fossils. Moi’s announcement that I would take over Wildlife had come out

  of the blue, and I was scrambling hard trying to figure out how to proceed. I knew that elephant poaching was a major problem, potentially a national disaster, and I had been revolted by photos I

  had seen of gruesomely mangled animals, their faces and tusks hacked away. I was also familiar with the numbers that indicated the seriousness of their decline: eighty-five thousand elephants lived

  in Kenya in 1979, only twenty-two thousand a decade later. But nothing conveyed the horror of the slaughter—or the enormity of the task that I had been given—than what I saw in that

  storeroom on that afternoon.




  It was windowless and airless; a slightly acrid, musty odor hung in the air. The only light came from a bare bulb suspended from the ceiling by a long black cord. Stacks of elephant tusks rose

  to the ceiling along the entire length of the cement floor. I walked among the piles, stopping occasionally to lift a tusk and feel its weight. The kind of elephant ivory I knew best came from

  ancient, extinct species, some of them several million years old. Those tusks often crumbled at the slightest touch, and I had spent hours in the desert sun painting a lacquer over their breaks and

  fissures to harden them so that they could be transported. In contrast, these tusks, which came from recently slaughtered elephants, were smooth and solid. Ranging in hue from pure white to a

  yellowish brown, they seemed sensuously warm to the touch. Some of the largest ones swept out in arcs over six feet long; they were from males, I guessed. Others were shorter, more delicate in

  shape, and I assumed that they came from females and younger males. But it was the small tusks, some no longer than the length of my hand, that were the most disturbing—not just because they

  came from very young elephants, but because they indicated that whoever was behind the poaching was willing to kill every last animal in a herd. These poachers and their backers were ruthless. And

  now it was my job to stop them.




  I wandered from the main hall into an adjacent room, only to find another depressing sight: piles of zebra skins and pelts of leopards, cheetahs, and other wild cats, most of them rotting.

  These, too, had been confiscated from poachers, as had been about a hundred rhino horns that were stacked on some wooden shelves. And there were the trophies confiscated

  from curio shops: elephant feet that had been made into stools or umbrella stands, and belts, wallets, and purses made of elephant and zebra hide. The storehouse was damp and smelled of decomposing

  skins. I was anxious to get out. I had seen enough. The pelts, especially those from leopards and cheetahs, haunted me. I remembered Brigitte Bardot’s “burn the coats” campaign in

  the 1970s. By setting fire to her fur coats in a street demonstration in Paris, Bardot had launched a campaign against using baby-seal skins and wild-cat pelts in the fashion world, and by doing so

  had changed an entire industry.




  That evening, while showering at home, I had a sudden flash of inspiration. My wife, Meave, was getting ready for dinner. I leaned out of the shower and shouted, “I’m not selling

  that ivory. I’m going to burn it.”




  “But it’s worth a lot of money, Richard,” she replied. “Are you sure the government will let you do that?”




  “I don’t know yet. But I do know we need to be bold,” I said, turning off the water. “We’ve got to show the world we’re serious about putting an end to this

  poaching and the ivory trade.”




  “But,” Meave asked, “does ivory burn?”




  Her words brought me back to earth. I didn’t know whether you could burn ivory. I didn’t even know whether the government would let me burn the entire stock of tusks—except

  perhaps for some exceptionally large examples that might be of interest to museums—but I would find out.




  Finding things out was the nature of my new job at Wildlife. There were lots of things I didn’t know: how to wear the official Wildlife uniform or salute the rangers on my staff, for

  starters. More important, I really knew nothing about elephants or their behavior; and if I was to save these animals, both for Kenya’s sake and for their own, I would have to learn fast.




  I was aware of the enormous irony this presented. I had spent hours, as I’ve mentioned, preserving old tusks. Now here I was trying to figure out the best way to destroy two thousand or so

  modern tusks, objects that many cultures of the world valued and cherished. It was all a long way from the cloistered world of fossils and museums, and I found myself

  reflecting upon the events that had led me to this job—and to this crusade.




  About a year earlier, in the spring of 1988, Fiona Alexander, a friend who was a lobbyist for animal causes, had stopped me at Nairobi’s Wilson Airport. She and I are

  both pilots, and I had just returned from a trip to Kenya’s Lake Turkana, where I had been leading a fossil-hunting expedition. Fiona told me that she had become a spokeswoman for a group

  that wanted something done about the elephant poaching. They hoped that as chairman of the board of the East African Wildlife Society, a conservation organization, I would join them in speaking out

  against it. At the time, like many other Kenyans, I assumed the government was doing everything it could to contain the problem. Fiona told me that the opposite was true. I suggested that we meet

  again, and that she bring something to back up what she had told me.




  A few days later Fiona stopped by my office at the National Museums with a report she had compiled from her discussions with wardens working in the parks. These wardens had quietly been

  gathering information, supported by photographs, about the elephant slaughter. The animals were not being killed with spears and arrows by poor, hungry tribesmen; they were being killed with

  automatic weapons by well-organized bands. It was nothing less than orchestrated economic sabotage.




  Some of the wardens had told Fiona confidentially that the poaching had gotten completely out of control: elephants were being gunned down in full view of tourist lodges and along roads, and

  nothing was being done to stop it. It was widely believed that certain park rangers and wardens were colluding with the poachers. Fiona also told me that a secret report had been prepared for Dr.

  Perez Olindo, who at the time was director of the Wildlife Department (its full name was Department of Wildlife and Conservation Management), and his boss, George Muhoho, minister of Tourism and

  Wildlife. This secret report allegedly contained a list of senior government employees thought to be behind the poaching. I asked Fiona whether there wasn’t some way

  to see that report. She told me that that would be impossible. The government kept it tightly under wraps, and no one was leaking any copies.




  Others in the conservation community backed up what Fiona had told me. Several said that they, too, were deeply concerned about both the scale of the poaching and the corruption within the

  Wildlife Department and didn’t know what to do. Some feared that if I spoke up, someone in the government might retaliate.




  Something needed to be done. I agreed to Fiona’s request to speak out. I found the pictures of the bullet-riddled elephants appalling and the thought that armed gangs were freely wandering

  around our national parks terrifying. I was even more outraged that some of Kenya’s own government officials apparently had a hand in the slaughter. Fiona was right. These things needed to be

  made public—particularly since it seemed unlikely that the secret report would ever see the light of day. I also knew that any action was politically dangerous. As director of the National

  Museums of Kenya, I was, technically speaking, a Kenyan public servant. Were I to speak out, reprisals would surely follow.




  As my family and others can attest, I’m known for speaking my mind, a trait I probably inherited from my parents, Louis and Mary Leakey—neither of whom was renowned for tact. Yet,

  twenty-five years of public service had taught me patience. I realized that I couldn’t suddenly make a rushed announcement about corruption and incompetence. Moreover, elephant poaching

  needed to be raised in a way that would bring to it a maximum amount of press attention. An opportunity presented itself in late August 1989. I took full advantage of it.




  An ornithological conference was to be held at the Museum, and Dr. Olindo, Minister Muhoho, and I were to convene it. The day before the conference, poachers shot and killed two Wildlife rangers

  in Tsavo National Park; the newspapers carried a brief mention of their deaths. When reporters arrived at the Museum to cover the conference, I asked them whether they also wanted to meet with the

  Wildlife director and the Tourism minister, to ask them about the murders. They replied that they were very keen to do so. I promised that there would be a press conference

  in the Museum’s board room immediately after the opening ceremonies.




  At those ceremonies, I took a seat next to Muhoho and whispered to him that the press was eager to meet with him to talk about the importance of birding to Kenya’s tourism industry. I

  suggested that he might use the occasion to offer some reassuring statements about government action following the loss of the two rangers. Muhoho nodded his head; he’d be happy to do this.

  The trap was set.




  Muhoho and Olindo sat together at the press conference; I kept to the back of the room. After a few remarks about Kenya’s wonderful bird life, Muhoho announced that every effort was being

  made to apprehend the elephant poachers. He pledged that the families of the murdered rangers would be fully compensated. A reporter asked him what the government was doing to stop the poaching.

  Muhoho replied that everything possible was being done, and that the situation wasn’t as bad as had been suggested. The press conference then broke up. While they were leaving, several

  reporters asked me whether I had anything to say in response. I replied that I certainly did, and that I would be holding my own press conference at two o’clock that very afternoon. That, of

  course, piqued their interest.




  In the late 1980s, Kenya was still a one-party state with a tightly controlled media. People—whether private citizens or government employees—seldom criticized anything the

  government said or did. Doing so could land you in prison, or worse. Thus, when I announced that what Muhoho had told them that morning was frankly untrue, a ripple of surprise moved through the

  room. Pens started flying across notebooks. I told the reporters that Muhoho had done no more than pay lip service to a national crisis that was clearly out of control, and that I, for one,

  wondered why the government was doing nothing. I likened the slaughter of our elephants to economic sabotage: elephants were the flagship species of our wildlife and the basis for Kenya’s

  biggest industry, tourism. The decimation of elephants and other wildlife therefore posed a direct economic threat to our country. Its being allowed to continue, I

  suggested, made it appear that powerful government figures must be involved. Indeed, I added, a secret report existed that named names, and I hinted that I had seen this report. I called on

  Minister Muhoho to tell the citizens of Kenya the truth once and for all.




  Needless to say, the press loved it: here was Richard Leakey, well-known personality and government employee, speaking out on the record. This was a new experience for them. For a week,

  newspaper headlines trumpeted LEAKEY TELLS ALL ABOUT POACHING, NAMES OF POACHERS WITH MINISTER, SAYS LEAKEY. I had never been

  involved in such a bare-knuckled public fight. Muhoho didn’t waste time in counterattacking—MUHOHO ACCUSES LEAKEY ran one headline. He resented what he perceived

  as my meddling and tried to frame it in racist terms, telling the press that I had revealed a “cheeky white mentality” in believing that only whites were concerned about preserving

  wildlife. He said that he had already dismissed several high-ranking government officials for colluding with the poachers, and that the list of culprits in the secret report I had mentioned

  contained “nothing new.” But Mu-hoho’s broadside found few sympathizers; most of the letters to the editor chastised him for trying to turn elephant poaching into a racial issue

  instead of a matter of national concern. I clearly wasn’t the only one to see how closely our economic fate was tied to our wildlife. Tourism employed more Kenyans than any other industry. No

  one expected the government to stand idly by while the animals were being slaughtered. My statements to the press sparked a small national debate and put the elephants squarely where they should

  have been—on page one.




  A short while later, I went to talk to President Moi about another matter; and while I was in his office, he asked me about the elephant poaching. Was it really as bad as what I had told the

  press? I assured him that it was and said that more should be done to stop it.




  President Moi’s response was to announce, the next day, that Wildlife rangers and other security officers should retaliate forcefully and put a stop to poaching once and for all. For some

  time after that, Moi’s exhortation that poachers should be “shot on sight” was misconstrued as an order simply to execute any and all apprehended poachers. This is not what was said, nor, as far as I know, was this ever done. Nonetheless, Moi’s directive acknowledged that these poachers weren’t simply poor tribesmen trying to catch

  something for dinner, but well-armed criminals who not only killed elephants but rangers as well. The problem with this new approach was that Kenya’s rangers were vastly outgunned by the

  poachers—it seemed more likely that the rangers and not the poachers would suffer most from the president’s directive. But Moi’s strong words kept Kenya’s elephant troubles

  in the international spotlight, which I thought was a good thing.




  For the next few months, I had little time to think about the elephants. High-level government officials were working behind the scenes, lobbying hard to make my life at the National Museums so

  miserable that I would quit. And, in fact, I did resign at one point. But others in the government’s higher circles persuaded me to come back. Then the plotting suddenly ceased. Whether or

  not the president was aware of these machinations or had had a hand in shutting them down, I’ll never know.




  During that time, the elephants’ plight didn’t improve, despite the government’s get-tough policy. Between late 1988 and early 1989, the papers were full of reports of

  elephants being killed and of shoot-outs between poachers and rangers. Muhoho did rid the Wildlife Department of a few corrupt wardens; he and Dr. Olindo were often quoted as saying that Kenya was

  winning the battle with the poachers. But when a gang succeeded in killing five white rhinos—essentially tame animals that were supposedly kept under heavy ranger guard in Meru National Park

  in Central Kenya—it was clear to everyone that nothing had really changed. A few weeks later, another gang of bandits attacked and robbed tourists visiting Tsavo National Park, killing

  one.




  Something needed to be done, and done quickly, but as director of National Museums I didn’t exactly have the best platform. I thought about again using my position as chairman of the board

  of the East African Wildlife Society to rally the support of other international conservation organizations based in Nairobi. We might have been able to offer the government some constructive

  advice. However, I met with only a lukewarm response from the other conservationists, who did not want to interfere in Kenya’s internal affairs. Though disappointed, I

  felt that I had done everything I could.




  No one was more surprised than I when, on the afternoon of April 20, 1989, a member of my museum staff came bursting into my office, thrust his hand into mine, and began shaking it vigorously.

  “Congratulations!” he exclaimed. “Congratulations! Everyone will be so happy.” I could not imagine why congratulations were in order and demanded an explanation.

  Hadn’t I heard? the fellow asked. There’d just been a news flash on the radio. President Moi had issued an announcement appointing me as director of Kenya’s Department of Wildlife

  and Conservation Management.




  I thought there must have been a mistake. Perhaps the radio report had been misheard. My brother Philip was an assistant minister at the Environment and Natural Resources Department at the time,

  and it seemed more likely that he would be the Leakey the president would appoint to run the Wildlife Department. I called the newsroom of Kenya’s national radio service. The manager

  confirmed the report: the announcement had referred to me. I sat back in my chair, feeling slightly nauseous and light-headed, trying to absorb the news. Then I grabbed my briefcase and left. A few

  minutes later, I was in my car heading to my home on the edge of the Rift Valley. My wife, Meave, would help me sort out my thoughts.




  Meave was head of the Department of Palaeontology at the National Museums. She had earned her Ph.D. from the University of Wales, and although I was usually referred to as the

  paleoanthropologist, my formal education had not gone beyond high school. Meave and I had worked as a team for almost twenty-five years, much as my parents, Louis and Mary, had. We had tramped

  together with our band of hominid fossil hunters across the deserts of Kenya, gathering and identifying the bones of ancient human ancestors. We had knelt side-by-side in dusty excavations

  carefully removing the soil around the fossils, and we had sat together far into the night under the stars debating the bones’ significance. We had built a home and raised two daughters.

  Meave has always been my chief sounding board, and we had weathered many storms together, particularly my nearly dying following a kidney transplant in 1979. She knew that

  since my resignation and reinstatement at the Museum I had not been happy in my job, and that I was looking for a new and bigger challenge.




  Being named Kenya’s Wildlife director, however, was not the challenge she had expected, and when I told her my news I could see that Meave was not entirely pleased. She anticipated the

  many adjustments my new position would require. I would be highly stressed and, she feared, in constant personal danger. Our professional life together—working at the Museum or at our field

  site at Lake Turkana—would change. We did not talk at length about my new job that first evening, but it was enough for me to realize that if I accepted it, things would not be easy for

  Meave.




  But how could I possibly turn down President Moi’s appointment? Moi had been president since 1978 and ruled the country on a very direct, hands-on basis. No Kenyan, so far as I knew, had

  ever said “no” to a presidential appointment; and were I to do so there might be repercussions, beginning most likely with my dismissal from the National Museums. Moreover, in all

  honesty, the appointment was an exciting opportunity. My job at the Museum had left me increasingly weary and bored. Here was a chance to do something of great importance for my country: turn a

  completely corrupt government department around. Before we went to sleep, I had made up my mind.




  “I know you’re worried about this,” I said to Meave, “but I’ve got to do it. If the president gives me his full backing, I’ll tell him I’ll do it.

  I’ll accept his appointment.”




  Meave sighed and nodded her head. She knew that once I was set on a certain course of action, trying to deter me was useless.




  With the support of the president and his government, I told her, I could do something good for Kenya that desperately needed doing—stop the killing of the elephants.




  







  CHAPTER 2




  [image: ]




  It is at least an hour’s drive from our home to Nairobi, the first part over a long stretch of dirt road with ruts and loose stones—a very rough track at the best

  of times. But it also affords grand views. On some mornings, after a night’s rain, you can see the snowy peaks of Mount Kenya to the north and Mount Kilimanjaro to the south, their white caps

  rising high above the green and red of the land. I’m an early riser and usually leave at 5 A.M. I find the drive an excellent time to

  think—the cool air, spectacular vistas, and deliberate pace help me plan my day.




  On the day following my appointment, however, I wasn’t sure what to do next. Should I go to the Wildlife Department or check in with my staff at the Museum and tell them I was leaving? I

  needed to talk to the president and clarify what he expected of me, yet I couldn’t just drop in on him. It seemed easiest to follow my old routine, and once I reached Nairobi I drove to

  Museum Hill.




  By 6:30 A.M. I was at my desk, shuffling through the latest pile of correspondence and penning a few replies. My mind, though, was elsewhere. It

  felt odd, knowing this was probably the last day I would be seated like this in my office and in this building, which I had raised money for and built as a memorial to my father, who’d died

  in 1972. He’d also been the director of this Museum, then the Coryndon Memorial Museum, now the National Museums of Kenya, and at a time when it consisted of little

  more than a few rough stone-and-wooden buildings. Every day, as I walked down the flight of steps leading to my office, I would pass a statue of my father and always make a point of acknowledging

  him. I would miss the museum to which we’d both given much of our lives.




  I actually spent the first few years of my life growing up on the Coryndon Museum grounds in a small wooden home the museum’s board of trustees built for my father in 1944. World War II

  was drawing to a close when I was born in December of that year, and my father had recently been appointed to run the museum. He and my mother were already well known for their pioneering work on

  East African prehistory, but they were far from being either famous or wealthy. The museum could offer only a small salary, but at least the little house they gave our family was rent free. Louis

  and Mary Leakey were devoted to their research, spending whatever extra money and time they had on it. Whenever my father took a leave from the museum, they would pack their old truck and head off

  to one of their field sites. Our parents almost always took my older brother, Jonathan, and me into the field with them.




  My father was born near the Kikuyu region of Kabete, north of Nairobi. His parents were missionaries with the Church Missionary Society, and they started some of the first schools for the

  Kikuyu, a farming people who live in Kenya’s fertile, central highlands. One, the Mary Leakey School for Girls, which was named for my grandmother (who coincidentally had the same first name

  as my mother), is still educating young Kenyan girls today. Louis grew up with Kikuyu children as his playmates and was initiated into the tribe when he was thirteen. Sometimes, on our expeditions,

  he would tell us over dinner, in the glow of a kerosene lantern, about his hunting forays with Joshua Muhia, an elder in the tribe. Joshua taught him how to make a bow and arrows, to bend a few

  sticks into traps for wild birds, and to catch small antelopes barehanded. I loved going for walks with my father. He showed us the same things Joshua had shown him, and told us the names of the

  birds, and how to make a blind so that we could watch animals while not being seen by them.




  My father’s primary interest on these expeditions, however, was not living animals but fossilized ones. Since his college days at Cambridge, Louis had argued that humankind’s

  earliest ancestors would be found in Africa. He was one of only a handful of people who believed this. Almost every other anthropologist believed China to be the cradle of humanity (although

  Charles Darwin, my father liked to note, favored Africa, since our closest relatives, the chimpanzee and gorilla, are also found here). Indeed, most prehistorians then did not think that Africa had

  any history to speak of. My parents filled in large portions of that void, finding sites with early pottery as well as metal and rock artifacts that few believed ancient Africans would have been

  capable of making. But they were most interested in human origins, and the majority of the expeditions I went on as a child were to search for the fossilized bones of an ancestor that would prove

  my parents—and Darwin—right.




  There were few things as wonderful to me as the preparations for one of our journeys. Our small house would be filled with tents, lanterns, cases of canned goods and flour, rice, and tins of

  cigarettes. My parents arranged a place for my brother and me (and later our other brother, Philip, who was born in 1949) to sleep on top of the stacked cartons in the rear of their old Dodge.

  We’d be on our way just before dawn, climbing up the Kikuyu escarpment north of Nairobi, then heading down into the open expanse of the Rift Valley. I loved those early morning journeys,

  watching the sky change from black to a soft blue, while the rich smells of Africa—the smoke of cedar-wood fires, mixed with the odors of cattle and goats—wafted over us from small

  homesteads along the way.




  I wasn’t as enamored of my parents’ work, which struck me as boring. They were usually on their hands and knees, digging in the rock-hard earth in some shadeless, barren spot with

  flies buzzing about. I decided early on that I would never have anything to do with such a life. My parents kept at it year after year until several major fossil

  discoveries put them on the front pages of newspapers the world over. Their most dramatic find of all occurred after I had grown old enough to stay behind, so I wasn’t there when it happened.

  My mother actually made the discovery. In the summer of 1959, at Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania, she found the partially buried skull of a humanlike creature called Australopithecus boisei. My

  parents had been excavating at Olduvai for nearly thirty years hoping to find fossilized remains like these. They’d set their eyes on the gorge because, like the Grand Canyon, it reveals

  layer after layer of the geological past. In those layers, they had found numerous fossilized animal bones, mostly of extinct species, and stone hand axes, the tools that early humans (or

  “hominids,” as scientists call them) used. The actual bones of these early human ancestors had, however, largely eluded them—until that summer.




  The fragments of skull she unearthed turned out to be a truly monumental find. The molar teeth were huge (in comparison to ours). It had wide cheek bones, a bony crest along the top of the

  skull, and generally a very apelike appearance. It was also remarkable because of its age. Scientists were able to estimate that it was almost 1.75 million years old. This more than doubled the

  span it was then believed that our early ancestors had been around. (Since then the earliest stages of the human story have been pushed back to over 4 million years.)




  I was almost fifteen when Louis and Mary made their big find. I have to confess that I remember little about the event. I was too busy watching and trapping small wild animals, such as bush

  babies and mongooses (which I sold to a wildlife photographer) and riding my horse among the zebras, giraffes, and antelopes near our home. My parents had moved to a house on the edge of the Athi

  Plains when I was about five. A few years later, they bought me my first pony, and after that I was seldom without a horse. At that time, there were few houses between ours and the knobby Ngong

  Hills, where the Masai lived, and I loved nothing more than galloping at top speed over the plains, chasing zebras or coming up fast behind a thundering rhino and smacking it on the rump.




  My interests were in the out-of-doors, and I’m afraid I wasn’t much of a student. After leaving school when I was sixteen, I spent time trapping small

  animals for researchers and collecting animals and birds that I sold to museums that were looking for skeletons of African species for their research collections. On turning eighteen, I started a

  safari-guiding business with a friend. My father lent me $500 to launch my business. I don’t think he fully approved of me abandoning my education, but he never tried to stop me.




  Many of my safari clients signed up with me because of the Leakey name. After the discovery of “Dear Boy”—the nickname of the skull my mother found—my parents’ work

  was featured in National Geographic and on television, and my father traveled every year to the United States giving lectures. People knew about his research and admired his ideas, tenacity,

  and enthusiasm. I’m sure many of my clients thought that the famous Louis Leakey would be guiding them into the wilds of Africa. It must have been a shock when this tall, skinny youth showed

  up instead. But by then, it didn’t matter.




  I took my customers on some wonderful safaris, but the glamour of being a guide wore off after a few years. I disliked having to wait on people and worry about their needs and wishes. In October

  1963, just a few months before my nineteenth birthday, I obtained a pilot’s license. I had learned to fly in order to overcome my fear of flying and made my first solo flight to Olduvai

  Gorge. On my way there, I happened to fly over Lake Natron, an alkaline lake located in Tanzania, and was struck by the sight of the barren, eroded sediments along its western shores. They reminded

  me of the fossil beds at Olduvai. I immediately decided to organize an expedition and explore them.




  I don’t think I had really decided to change careers; I simply wanted a little diversion from my safari work. Nevertheless, that Lake Natron expedition profoundly altered my life. One

  member of my team, Kamoya Kimeu, discovered the fossilized lower jawbone of an ancient hominid, a robust australopithecine much like “Dear Boy” (whose lower jaw was never found). It

  wasn’t just that discovery that was exciting. I found that I enjoyed looking for fossils, even excavating them, and discussing them with the scientists. Of course, I

  didn’t consider myself an equal of any of the researchers, all of whom had their Ph.D.s; I had gone no further than my high-school studies.




  Elsewhere, I’ve described myself at that time as an angry young man. I was impatient, driven, hotheaded, and full of ambition. I wanted success in a hurry, and I pushed hard to get it. I

  made a few concessions, stopping long enough to attend a school in England to get that wretched high-school diploma. I even made a stab at applying to a university, but my heart wasn’t in it.

  I could think of few things more dreary than sitting in a classroom all day. My parents, of course, thought I was going about my fossil-hunting career in the wrong way, but I was helpful to them

  and they never really confronted me about it. I think my father secretly hoped that once I was “hooked” on anthropology I would get a university education.




  In early 1967, I was sent off by my father to represent his interests in an international expedition heading off to the Omo River in southeastern Ethiopia where there were known to be rich

  fossil deposits. Through assisting my parents, I had by then become increasingly involved in archaeology, and I was thrilled by an opportunity to go to an area where there was every chance of both

  making some exciting finds and having exciting adventures.




  In August 1967, an event occurred that ranks as one of the most serendipitous of my life. I was being flown in a light aircraft from Nairobi to rejoin the Omo River expedition, and the pilot was

  forced to fly offtrack to avoid some bad weather. Because we were flying over an area that I had never flown over before, I was studying the landscape and noticed that there were miles and miles of

  what seemed to be very promising, and unexplored, fossil beds. That was how my fossil-hunting career at Lake Turkana got launched. By the summer of 1968, I had been given some support from the

  National Geographic Society to lead my own expedition to the northeastern shore of Lake Turkana. Within a few weeks it was clear that we had chosen a fantastic site. My mind was made up: I would

  make my career in fossils.




  Coincidentally, I had also negotiated a position for myself at Kenya’s National Museums and began working there on October 1, 1968. By then I had completed the

  first of what were to be more than twenty field seasons. By the time I was twenty-five years old, I had become the director of the Museum and the leader of a team of young scientists studying human

  origins.




  I was young for such a position. But Kenya was young then, too. Our country had become independent five years earlier, in 1963, and every government department and office was busy replacing the

  formerly British staff with Kenyans. Many British residents of Kenya had doubts about taking on Kenyan citizenship. I had absolutely no doubts. Kenya was my home, and I was eager for the chance to

  help rebuild it. It was what my family had fought for since coming to Kenya: the right of the native peoples to build and lead their own country. My grandparents and my father had devoted most of

  their lives to this cause, even petitioning the British government to restore to the Kikuyus the land the British farmers had taken from them. They did not win those fights, but their battles

  became part of our family legacy—a legacy that connected us more closely to black Kenyans than to whites. (Let me say that I dislike using the terms “black” and

  “white,” and use them as seldom as possible in this book, and where possible will use “indigenous” to refer to black Kenyans.)




  As a child I was always painfully aware of the differences between my life and that of the indigenous Kenyan children around me, though I did not grow up in a Kenyan village as my father had. I

  apparently wore my sympathies on my sleeve, since at the private school I attended I was bullied for being a “nigger lover.” Young though I was, I wanted to live in a society where the

  color of one’s skin wasn’t the sole basis for determining one’s worth, where there was equal opportunity for all, and where people joined together to work for the betterment of

  their country.




  At the time of independence, few other young Europeans shared my views (although my brothers did), but my patriotism and enthusiasm were shared by young Africans. Some served on the

  Museum’s board, including Perez Olindo, who had recently been appointed the first indigenous director of Kenya’s National Parks (a position he held until 1976).

  Olindo wanted to see a native-born Kenyan in charge of the National Museums, too, and they teamed up to support my bid for the directorship. They never said anything about my relative youth; and

  though I was inexperienced and unskilled, I like to believe that they thought my family legacy and my potential were qualifications.




  My goal was to develop a museum along the lines of the Smithsonian Institute. The hominid fossils my team and I were finding at Turkana brought me the same kind of international attention my

  parents had received. I was able to use that to build a bigger and better museum in Nairobi, as well as a chain of smaller museums throughout Kenya. My reputation grew when I published (with Roger

  Lewin) two best-selling books, Origins and People of the Lake, in the 1970s, and made a television series about human origins.




  Ironically, while I was working so hard to build a life around museums and fossils, I was also dying from a kidney disease—about which I’ll say more later. Suffice it to say that I

  survived thanks only to a kidney transplant from my younger brother, Philip, in 1979. The transplant marked the beginning of a new life for me. When I was in the hospital I made a vow that if I

  lived through this I would spend more time with my family, more time sailing and enjoying good food and wine, and less time engaging in the petty quarrels that all too often dominate the science of

  human origins. I hadn’t abandoned my desire to contribute to Kenya (that would have gone against what my mother described as my “missionary genes”). In fact, I had begun drawing

  up plans for a pan-African museum that would be built in Nairobi. I had met with several people about the idea and was busy organizing the project when President Moi made his announcement about my

  appointment to Wildlife.




  I was once again embarking on an entirely different career. And on a new life.




  Usually one leaves a job because one’s been promoted or become fed up or been fired. In all of these cases, there’s a structure and logic

  to guide one’s reactions. To a greater or lesser extent, one is prepared. My appointment, as I’ve said, had come out of the blue. It was a promotion—and certainly an incredible

  opportunity—but it was, most of all, a complete surprise. It seemed less like a job than an impossibility. The politics, corruption, and inertia in the Wildlife Department—and in the

  government at large—were all so entrenched that failure almost seemed inevitable. And because I was so out of my element, I had no one to ask for advice.




  My previous meetings with Kenya’s president had all been arranged through “people with access,” and it always took a little time to get a slot in his busy schedule. I doubted

  if anyone would be at the State House, the presidential offices, before eight o’clock, and although it was only seven o’clock on the day after my appointment, I decided to call. Someone

  answered the phone. “This is Richard Leakey calling,” I said simply. “I would like to speak with the president.” I was asked to hold for a moment and then was put straight

  through to him. This I hadn’t anticipated, and for a brief moment I was at a loss for words. Recovering as quickly as I could, I explained to Moi that I couldn’t really accept the new

  job, flattered though I was, unless we had a chance to discuss some of my concerns. He told me I should come to see him immediately.




  The State House is about a fifteen-minute drive from the Museum. Formerly the colonial governor’s mansion, the white stone structure sits on a grassy knoll behind guarded iron gates. It is

  a rather large colonial building with cavernous halls, long, carpeted corridors, and a number of spacious offices on the ground floor. Before our country’s independence, the building had

  housed the official office of the colonial governor. In 1963, our first president, Jomo Kenyatta, moved in. Neither President Kenyatta, who died in 1978, nor his successor, President Moi, have

  lived in the State House, preferring instead to live in their own homes.




  Though grand, the State House is not grandiose, and the furnishings are simple. Paintings of Kenyans in traditional dress adorn the walls, painted by the late Joy

  Adamson, later so well known for Born Free, her book about Elsa the lioness. The State House conveys stability and national purpose without being overstated. A doorman met me at the entrance

  and ushered me into a small antechamber outside Moi’s office. I wasn’t kept waiting long. The president himself appeared in his office doorway. He gave me a slight smile.




  “Richard. It’s good to see you,” he greeted me, then turned and led me inside.




  I sat in an armchair, he across from me on an overstuffed sofa. He seemed a little ill-at-ease, as if unsure of what I would say. Speaking in Swahili, Kenya’s national language, we

  exchanged a few pleasantries; and then I asked him point-blank whether he was certain he wanted to appoint me as director of Wildlife, given that we might have strong differences of opinion on key

  issues. I emphasized how stubborn I could be, and that I couldn’t be expected to compromise myself or my new office in any way.




  President Moi listened closely, occasionally nodding his head. When I had finished, he replied that he absolutely wanted me in this job. He knew that I was strong-willed and determined. Those

  were the very reasons he’d chosen me, he said. He wanted someone who could actually get something done.




  “Fine,” I replied. “But hard decisions have to be made, and I’ll need your firm backing on all of them.”




  “You have my full support,” Moi said, looking me straight in the eye.




  I then raised the issue of George Muhoho with whom I had publicly crossed swords over the elephant poaching. He was still the minister of Wildlife and Tourism, and therefore my immediate

  superior, but I didn’t see how I could work with him. We needed a new team. Moi nodded in agreement.




  “We’ll find him another position,” he said. (A few weeks later, Moi gave Muhoho a new ministry to oversee; Katana Ngala was appointed the new minister of Wildlife and Tourism.)

  In the meantime, Moi told me he wanted me to report to him directly. He assured me I would have access to him at anytime, and we agreed to meet and talk frequently.




  We spoke about a number of issues, but the discussion was brief and businesslike. When I rose to take my leave, President Moi shook my hand warmly. “You have my

  full support to do what has to be done,” he repeated.




  As I drove to the Museum I knew that not only did I have a new job, I was also beginning a new journey. All my doubts and worries had vanished. Now there was only one thing to do: get on with

  that job.




  When I got back to my office at the Museum, I phoned the Wildlife offices and asked if Dr. Olindo was in. His secretary said no, he wasn’t expected. Her tone was understandably cool. She

  connected me to the deputy director, Colonel Cheboi. “I’ll be there at nine-thirty,” I told him. “Have the entire staff assembled in a meeting room by ten. I want to speak

  to them.” I then called in a couple of my senior staff members at the Museum and confirmed that I had accepted the new appointment. I assured them that a worthy replacement would be found.

  Then I headed out the door.




  I had inherited a large staff at the Wildlife Department—three hundred employees at headquarters, and about four thousand others in the numerous parks and reserves spread out across the

  country. I had heard enough from Fiona Alexander and others to know that they were a demoralized and not entirely honest lot. My first job would be to mold them into a team ready to fight to

  preserve Kenya’s wildlife. And the first step in building that team was to follow through on my own promises.




  The Wildlife Department was then housed in several musty, rundown buildings located on the edge of Nairobi National Park, which borders the city. They looked particularly dismal on this cold,

  drizzly morning. Most of the expressions I saw on the people I passed in the hallways were equally dour; no one appeared either happy or motivated. The corridors were messy, dirty streaks covered

  the walls and floors, and the stench of a plugged-up toilet hung in the air. Shaking my head, I opened the door to the director’s waiting room and came face-to-face with Perez Olindo’s

  secretary. She greeted me with a frown. I smiled anyway, spoke to her in Swahili (which did bring a slight smile), and asked to be shown my office.




  She pushed open the door to a small, dark room. I was flabbergasted by what I saw: files, files, and more files. They covered the huge desk (which nearly took up the

  entire room), the chairs, every surface available. Stacks of files, maps, and bundles of papers were even piled along the window ledges; more papers were bursting from the desk drawers.




  “What are all these?” I asked the secretary, pointing to one pile.




  “Those are marked ‘For the Director’s Action,’ ” she replied. “You must read them and make decisions.”




  I sighed audibly then sank into the chair—at least it was free of papers. I liked Olindo, and in the past we’d supported each other’s careers in public service. Still, looking

  at the piles of dusty files, I couldn’t help wondering what he had been doing. Judging from the height of the stacks—and the dust covering them—some of these “action”

  files had been sitting there for months, maybe years. Wearily, I pushed them aside and asked the secretary to call Joseph Mburugu, one of the assistant directors. Joseph was an old friend, and

  right then I needed one. Moreover, Joseph had worked at the Wildlife Department—and at its previous incarnation, the now-defunct National Parks organization—for almost thirty years,

  both in the field and at headquarters. There was little he didn’t know about how things really worked.




  Joseph is a short, stout man, fairly bursting with energy. He came rushing into my office, eyes alight, a wide smile on his face, his hand stretched out in greeting.




  “Welcome! Welcome, Richard!” he exclaimed, pumping my arm. “Congratulations to you—and to us. We need someone like you here.”




  I blushed in response, but laughed, too. At last someone was happy to see me. There were only a few minutes before the ten o’clock staff meeting, so I came right to the point. I told

  Joseph I needed a quick rundown on the Wildlife employees and the general problems in the department. My outside sources had told me that Wildlife was rife with corruption, and that a number of

  rangers and staff were involved in the poaching and other schemes, but I wanted to hear this confirmed by an insider. How bad was the corruption? I asked him, as we left my

  office and headed down the corridor to the assembly hall.




  “It’s everywhere, and it affects everything,” Joseph replied, shrugging. In addition to corruption, there was rampant theft, absenteeism, and what he described as a general

  “don’t care” attitude at Wildlife. People came late to work, left early, and did little while they were there. Joseph also sadly affirmed what I had been told: many rangers and

  some wardens were working closely with the illegal ivory trade. “I believe the corruption is even worse than what you have heard,” he concluded.




  At precisely ten o’clock, most of the Wildlife employees had crowded into the department’s main meeting hall. I had to squeeze through to reach the podium at the front. The room was

  dark because only one light was working (no one had bothered to replace the burned-out bulbs), so that it felt about as bleak inside as it was outside. I could see row after row of scowling faces.

  Some were glaring hatefully at me. They knew I had been appointed to clean up the department, which meant that some of them were probably going to be fired. Though I had done my share of public

  speaking, I knew at once it would be next to impossible to win over this crowd. I decided right then always to address them in Swahili; it was the language they were most comfortable with, and it

  would make me seem less foreign to them.




  I started out by saying that I hadn’t asked to be appointed director and I didn’t want the job; but having got it, I would do it. I told them that I had seen the president earlier

  that morning, and that he had given me a very free hand to sort things out. I then issued a strong warning, drawing on what Joseph, Fiona, and others had told me.




  “I want to make it absolutely clear that things are going to change around here. Many of you are corrupt, all of you are lazy, and before long the worst of you will be gone.” Tough

  words, I knew. But all I could think about was that there were people in that audience who’d stolen from the department and abetted the poachers. So I wanted them to

  understand there was a new sheriff in town.




  To lighten the atmosphere, I tried telling a couple of jokes. Unsurprisingly, no one laughed. It didn’t seem wise to take any questions. I did, however, invite to my office anyone wishing

  to brief me about particular matters.




  I went back to my file-strewn cubicle, feeling rather despondent. What was I to do next? How was I going to come to grips with everything—these “action files,” all these

  unhappy people—and avoid being overwhelmed by the mess that surrounded me? I stayed awhile longer then fled back to my sunny, well-ordered museum office. It felt so much more like

  home—how could I ever have thought of leaving it?




  I spent a few pleasant hours at the Museum, sorting out my affairs, talking to my staff, and generally relaxing in the friendly, cheerful atmosphere. Somehow I had to find a way to inspire the

  same feelings of trust I enjoyed here in the Wildlife Department. I puzzled awhile over this, then headed for home. I wanted to sit on our verandah overlooking the Rift Valley and watch the

  sunset.




  My family and I have fifty acres on the edge of the Rift Valley, a great geological feature that runs from the shores of the Red Sea in Eritrea all the way to the plains of Mozambique. From our

  porch, we look westward across the valley, which drops away some fifteen hundred feet and stretches across forty miles. The view is nothing less than magnificent. Looking southwest along the valley

  on a clear day, you can see for more than a hundred miles. The highlands of Tanzania’s famous Ngorongoro Crater and the last active volcano in this area, Oldonyo Lengai, are both clearly

  visible. The changing patterns of light on the mountains, the cloud formations, distant thunderstorms, the electrical storms some nights, and the full moon on others are some of the wonders

  afforded by this very special spot. Here is the Africa of unlimited space, of tranquility and great beauty. Most of all, here is our home.




  A small cluster of Maasai homes are arrayed on the ridge across a small river valley from ours. Every evening at dusk, young boys guide their cattle home from watering and grazing in the valley.

  Watching them wind their way back up the hillside and past the whistling thorn-trees in the last, slanting rays of the sun always gives me a feeling of peace. Sometimes, a

  gentle evening breeze blows from the west, bringing with it the smells and the sounds of village life across the valley: the lowing of cattle being milked, the clanking of cow bells, and the

  laughter of children mix with the aroma of acacia smoke from the fires. By the time the sun sets on the far side of the Rift Valley, I am usually in an excellent mood.




  That night I needed a little more cheering up. I like to cook and usually prepare our dinners at home, so I roasted a leg of lamb, seasoned with fresh rosemary from our

  garden, and uncorked a bottle of wine. Meave and I were alone that evening, as our daughters, Louise and Samira, were away in England finishing their education. Meave was curious about how my first

  day at Wildlife had gone. I w‘as reluctant to paint too dark a picture, so I merely said that there were problems, of course, but that in time I believed these could be solved. I told her

  that Moi had given me his full support and that that would help me enormously. But beyond that, I said little. She didn’t press me. In the nearly twenty years Meave and I had worked together

  at the Museum, I had made it a point not to involve her in all the political intrigues and scandals. I didn’t want any charges of favoritism leveled at either of us. Still, the Museum and its

  affairs had always been central to our life together, and that night both of us realized that we were going to miss that professional bond.




  Meave and I had first met in 1968, twenty-one years before. She had just completed her Ph.D. on the anatomy of primates and had taken a job working with my father at a primate research center

  affiliated with the Museum. I was then twenty-four and married—but unhappily so. My first wife, Margaret, had studied archaeology. We’d joined forces, much as my parents had—with

  me looking after the fossils, she the stone tools. Our marriage also mirrored other, less happy, aspects of my parents’ marriage. Like them, we were prone to quarrels, which both frightened and depressed me. Perhaps because I had grown up listening to heated exchanges between my parents, I had—and still have—an absolute horror

  of domestic disputes. I realized far too late that I had serious personal problems, and that Margaret and I were simply not getting along. We were expecting a baby and I felt that if we were going

  to separate, it would be better to do so before our child was damaged by the bickering and arguing. Separation and divorce are never easy. I will never feel certain whether I did the right thing at

  the right time.




  I had also met Meave and liked her instantly. She was, and is, full of energy, humor, with a tomboyish sense of adventure. She also seemed to be impressed by—rather than critical of, as

  Margaret had been—my grand plans for the Museum and fossil-hunting expeditions. At the time I had just completed that 1968 expedition to the eastern shores of Lake Turkana in northern Kenya.

  The National Geographic Society had given me a grant—choosing my project over one my father had recommended—to return to Ethiopia for a second season but I had used the money to explore

  Turkana instead. I know now that I hadn’t gone about achieving my goal in the best way. But in the end, I was proved right: we found several hominid fossils during that first season (it had

  taken my parents nearly thirty years to make their first big discovery), turning me almost overnight into a celebrity in the fiercely competitive field of human origins.




  Margaret had been a member of my 1968 team. In 1969, I asked Meave to join me instead. Margaret soon afterward filed divorce proceedings, which I did not contest. And two years later, Meave and

  I were married.




  Almost every year since our first expedition together, Meave and I had spent our summers in the field, hunting for fossils. Now, for nearly the first time in twenty years, I knew I would not be

  going to Turkana with Meave. I simply wouldn’t have the time. We both knew this, although little was said. Those wonderful times at Turkana, our halcyon days together, were over. Meave would

  continue the Turkana expeditions without me.




  She cared deeply about wildlife and fully supported the idea that something had to be done to stop the elephant slaughter as well as the general deterioration of

  Kenya’s national parks. President Moi had given me an incredible opportunity. But we both knew it was going to be fulltime, stressful, and probably dangerous.




  







  CHAPTER 3
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  With an area of 270,000 square miles, Kenya is roughly the size of Texas. Only about 20 percent of this land is arable, however, and most farms are small scale, designed for

  feeding single families. Moreover, unfortunately, Kenya is not rich in minerals. No significant oil deposits have been found, although new exploration is currently underway. In addition to a range

  of horticultural products, including cut flowers, the country’s main exports are coffee and tea. Tourism is Kenya’s most vital industry. The natural scenery, the wildlife, and our

  coastline offer world-class opportunities for ecopositive recreation. This is one of the reasons conservation work is so critical.




  Kenya’s wildlife abundance was apparent to the first European settlers in the early twentieth century. Herds of game literally stretched across the coasts (where elephants slid down sandy

  embankments and swam in the Indian Ocean) to the bamboo-covered slopes of Mount Kenya. This was the Kenya my father knew. He traveled everywhere and from his descriptions, what he saw must have

  been quite incredible. The open plains were covered with large herds of gazelle, zebras, wildebeests, giraffes, and ostriches. Lions were common, as were rhinos. Early travelers wrote volumes about

  the spectacle, but sadly their written records are all that remain. European settlers in East Africa embarked upon a killing spree that greatly reduced both the herds and

  many of the predators.




  Kenya became particularly famous as a big-game hunting destination after Theodore Roosevelt’s safari there in 1909. With five hundred porters to support him and his retinue, Roosevelt

  spent nearly a year shooting lions, rhinos, antelopes, and elephants—some for the Smithsonian Institute’s collection and some for mere sport. Other hunters from the privileged classes,

  including two future British kings (the Duke of York, later King George VI, and the Prince of Wales, later King Edward VIII), followed in Roosevelt’s tracks.




  At the same time, European settlers were creating large farms and cattle ranches in the country. They, too, killed large numbers of wild animals to clear the land and to protect their livestock,

  and with the support of the colonial government’s Game Department, established in 1906. One of the department’s functions was to kill animals living in agriculturally desirable areas.

  One professional hunter, commissioned to clear game from an area that was to become a sisal plantation, had killed 163 rhinos in less than a year. The plantation was probably no more than a few

  square miles in extent.




  With this kind of unmanaged slaughter going on, it wasn’t long before the vast numbers of wild animals began to decline sharply. Fortunately, as early as 1899, the colonial government had

  also taken some steps to preserve some of Kenya’s wild beauty and wildlife. Two large game reserves—the Northern and the Southern, each protecting about thirteen thousand square

  miles—were set aside. Two years later, the first game ranger was appointed; and in 1906, the Game Department was formed. Besides clearing agricultural areas of animals, the department issued

  hunting licenses and enforced game laws. By 1930, it had grown into a far more substantial agency with a dozen wardens responsible for monitoring wildlife throughout the country. The two biggest

  jobs were controlling dangerous animals, such as man-killing elephants, lions, and buffaloes, and crop-raiding animals.




  Many of Kenya’s predators, particularly lions, leopards, and wild dogs, were regularly gunned down or poisoned by white farmers because they were regarded as

  vermin. White farmers were the only ones allowed by the government to have guns. Native Kenyans took a much smaller share of game with their bows and arrows, spears, and traps. The government

  tended to regard this kind of killing as “poaching.”




  Finally, by 1938, the settler and ardent conservationist Mervyn Cowie had had enough of the killing. Cowie had traveled in the United States and visited Yellowstone and Yosemite National Parks,

  some of the world’s first natural preserves, and had been so impressed by the idea of setting aside wildlands for the enjoyment and needs of future generations that he suggested such areas be

  developed in Kenya. His idea was initially opposed by the government, which argued that the land was needed for farming and for settling the growing African population. Cowie and his supporters

  (including my father) persisted; and in 1945, legislation was enacted establishing Kenya’s national park system.




  Nairobi National Park became the first of our parks in 1946, followed by Tsavo in 1948 (split into Tsavo East and West the following year). Over the next two years, Kenya’s prime mountain

  parks, Mount Kenya and Aberdares National Parks, were created. Although some feared that the park system would be dismantled after Kenya gained its independence in 1963, in fact even more land was

  set aside by the new government. Meru, Mount Elgon, and Ol Donyo Sabuk were declared national parks within five years, as were the marine parks of Malindi and Watamu. Marsabit and Shimba Hills were

  made national reserves—protected areas that the National Parks would oversee with the assistance of the local county councils.




  During this time, and indeed during its first thirty years of existence, National Parks operated independently of the Game Department. Two separate legislative acts had created them, and each

  had a different responsibility. The Game Department continued to manage wildlife outside of the parks, while National Parks cared for animals inside the boundaries of the parks and reserves. This

  closely resembles the system in the United States, where the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has certain responsibilities for animals throughout the country, while the

  National Parks Service concerns itself with matters inside its parks.




  I have always thought that this was a good system, particularly since Kenya’s Game Department’s staff managed animals principally by killing them. National Parks rangers are guided

  by a different perception of wildlife and management issues, one centered on conservation.




  As I’ve mentioned, the government brought in the first Kenyan to head its National Parks, Dr. Perez Olindo, in 1967. Olindo was responsible for creating many of our finest parks. Ten years

  later, when the government decided to merge the Game Department and National Parks, Olindo, to his credit, resigned. He could see that the merger would not be a success. But advisers from the World

  Bank and many within Kenya, including Dr. David Western, argued that money could be saved by having one agency rather than two manage the parks and animals. The new agency was renamed the

  Department of Wildlife and Conservation Management.




  To help get the Wildlife Department on its feet, the World Bank approved a loan for $26 million dollars. That money spelled the end of our national parks. Until 1976, National Parks had not been

  a government agency; it had been separate from the country’s civil service. Now it was to be controlled by the Game Department, which was infamous for its bureaucracy (one reason Dr. Olindo

  resigned). Park wardens who had spent their lives protecting animals were transferred to areas where they were expected to shoot animals. And people who had spent their lives in the Game Department

  shooting animals were transferred to the parks where, naturally, they went on shooting animals. It was no coincidence that many of the rangers implicated in the poaching were former Game Department

  employees.




  Sitting in the Wildlife director’s chair, it was clear to me that the mess I had inherited had been created when National Parks lost its independence. When it was forced to turn over its

  revenue to the government treasury—from which it received substantially reduced operating funds—serious elephant poaching got underway. Unable to fight back

  against the poachers, many within Wildlife either watched helplessly or joined in the lucrative ivory trade business.




  By my second day as head of Wildlife, I had already made one decision: I would somehow resurrect the old National Parks organization. It had worked and worked well, and with effort and

  determination it would work again.




  Directing a museum for twenty years had taught me a thing or two about managing people and handling administrative tasks. One was that if you arrived at your office early in

  the morning, before any of your staff, you could have a good uninterrupted hour or so to yourself. I used the time for answering correspondence, writing memos or action plans, or reviewing

  accounts; it gave me a chance to clean my desk of any pending business. At Wildlife, it would take me awhile to catch up on the many pending matters and answer all the unanswered correspondence.

  Nonetheless, as unpleasant as that task was, it was the first order of business. To get it out of the way even sooner, I decided to arrive at the office at precisely 6 A.M. every day. My early arrival would have the added benefit of sending a message to the staff that I was serious about my job and maybe also inspire in them a

  similar sense of urgency.




  I was back in my dark, cluttered cubbyhole at six the next morning. There was no point in dwelling on how many files required my attention. I simply needed to dive in. I pulled a stack toward me

  and flipped open the top folder. Inside was a memo from the Office of the Permanent Secretary. (His position is similar to the assistant secretary of the Interior in the United States government;

  he reports to the minister of Tourism and Wildlife.) The memo asked whether the director would be attending a meeting the next day to review the bids for a sale of tusks, most of which had been

  confiscated either from poachers or illegal shipments. The sale had been arranged as a means of getting a quick infusion of money into the cash-strapped department. The bids for the tusks were to

  be opened at this meeting. I instantly had the feeling that something about this sale wasn’t on the up-and-up. It all seemed too bureaucratic. Something stinks

  here, I thought, fingering the memo. I quickly jotted a reply, asking the permanent secretary’s office to delay the meeting for a few days as I had just been appointed and was still

  finding my way. That would give me time to find out what was really going on.




  Over the course of the next few days, I worked my way through most of the files (including those blocking the light from the windows) and met with the senior staff, including several of the

  National Parks wardens. Many were good men. Joe Kioko, for instance. A tall, mild-mannered man, Joe had worked at Wildlife for twenty years and was then head warden of Tsavo National Park,

  Kenya’s biggest reserve. Tsavo had once been home to some of the largest elephant herds in our country. By the late 1960s, in fact, so many herds roamed its savannas that Wildlife biologists

  had debated reducing their size. They feared that the elephants were eating their way through the park’s ecosystem and would turn it into a dustbowl. But a severe drought had taken many of

  the animals, and the poachers had then started in on the rest. Some forty thousand elephants had lived in Tsavo in 1970; in 1989, there were barely five thousand. Yet the poachers hadn’t put

  down their guns. Almost weekly came reports that they were slaughtering more of Tsavo’s elephants. And just before my appointment, they had taken to robbing and killing tourists, too.
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