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“THE SOUL OF THE RHINO is unusual, fascinating, and important. It provides not only a rare insight into the personality and behavior of the highly endangered and little known Asian rhino, but an equally absorbing picture of the people who share its habitat. Hemanta Mishra is a native of Nepal, and he shares his struggle to reconcile Western conservation science, learned when he studied in America, with the cultural beliefs of his people; he attempts to combine hard facts with the mystical values of Eastern philosophy. THE SOUL OF THE RHINO is also a commentary on the way in which wildlife management can be helped or tragically hindered by revolution, politics, and the commitment, or lack of it, of those in power. Most important, it will surely inspire other young people in Asia to follow in his footsteps. I hope you will buy and read this book.” —Dr. Jane Goodall, DBE, founder - the Jane Goodall Institute & UN Messenger of Peace

“Hemanta Mishra helped to establish Nepal’s famous Chitwan National Park, and he has with great dedication fought for three decades to assure the survival of its rare Indian rhino. From the unique perspective of a Nepali dealing with conservation battles in his own country, he describes his contacts with everyone from poacher and foreigner to bureaucrat, royalty, and rhino. I enjoyed THE SOUL OF THE RHINO immensely for its potent conservation message, as well as its insights into a culture and the soul of the author.” —George B. Schaller, Wildlife Conservation Society

“It is the first book of its kind that proves that nature conservation in Asia does not only depend upon good Western science. But like politics in America, it is an art—an art of the possible—an art that puts human needs and culture in the forefront of environmental conservation.” —Lodi Gyari, special envoy of His Holiness the Dalai Lama

“This book is much more than a story about rhinos. It is an account of the traditions, customs, and rituals of the people who live in the southern Terai region of Nepal known as Chitwan. It is also a story about how one man embarked on a cause to save this sacred national symbol from the effects of rampant habitat destruction and illegal poaching.” —Leon J. Weil, former U.S. ambassador to Nepal (1984–1987)

“For anyone interested in wildlife, the Himalayan region, Hindu and Buddhist culture, this book is a delight…. Many well-meaning, dedicated conservation supporters have written enthusiastically about environmental, species, and cultural conservation—but Mishra has not only ‘talked the talk,’ he has really ‘walked the walk,’ as the reader will learn.” —Kenneth Nebenzahl, director of the American Himalayan Foundation, member of the WWF-US Council, and life trustee of the University of Chicago
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İN LOVİNG MEMORY OF

Mingma Norbu Sherpa (left), Tirtha Man Maskey (second from right), and Chandra Prasad Gurung (right)—the heroes and builders of nature conservation in Nepal and my band of brothers in bringing the rhino back from the brink of extinction

(Courtesy: Phurva Sherpa).
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FOREWORDBruce Babbitt[image: image]

This book is an intriguing adventure tale, set in lowland jungles beneath the towering summits of the Himalayas in remote regions of Nepal, in which the author is seen stalking the mythical Indian rhino from atop a large, lumbering elephant. He is not, however, seen toting a high-powered rifle, and he is not searching for a trophy kill. His weapon is a tranquilizer gun, and his mission is to save the rhino from extinction.

Hemanta Mishra is a native Nepali, raised in the Hindu Buddhist tradition. Early on he decided on a career as a forester and naturalist, and along the way he became fascinated with the rhino and set out to save it from extinction. In the process he obtained an advanced degree in Scotland, studied the American system of national parks, returned to Nepal to continue field work, befriended American philanthropists, learned the ways of palace intrigue in Kathmandu, and perfected the dangerous techniques necessary to capture and transplant these creatures to extend their range and chances for survival.

Beneath the surface of these adventure tales, however, the author has an important message for those of us interested in nature conservation in Nepal and elsewhere in developing regions of the world. To save the rhino and the tiger and to preserve our heritage of biological diversity, we must acquire more than textbook knowledge. We must also listen to indigenous communities, learning their history and traditions and factoring in their needs and aspirations for the future. We must blend Western science with tradition and mythology and have the patience and wisdom to reconcile the two.

The climactic chapters of this book recount the planning and execution of the royal hunt of Tarpan, in which the king of Nepal must hunt and kill a male rhino and make a ritual offering of the dead animal’s blood to assure peace and prosperity in the kingdom. When called upon to organize the royal hunt, Hemanta is repelled by the thought of killing even one rhino. Yet he must retain the goodwill and patronage of King Birendra in order to expand nature reserves within the kingdom.

Tarpan as described by the author is a primitive and bloody ritual, yet also a mystical and evocative ceremony in which participants approach and enter the rhino carcass on the forest floor, suffused with the yellow light of oil lamps, the scent of incense and flower petals, and priests chanting ancient Sanskrit verses. Finally the author resolves to partake in the ceremony, reconciling his Western education and his traditional upbringing in a transcendent moment—“I had found my soul in the body of a rhino.”

In recent years Nepal has been torn by armed rebellion and political violence. Both the monarchy and the Tarpan ritual may disappear, and the fate of the rhino is once again less than certain. However, ancient myths and the beauty and instructive power of Hindu and Buddhist tradition will surely endure. And this book will continue to remind readers that to save the planet we must reconcile science and tradition and assure a future for both indigenous peoples and wildlife.

—Bruce Babbitt,

Chairman of the World Wildlife Fund
 
Washington, D.C.

March 2007
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From the flats below the foothills of the Himalayas, on a clear day you can see some of the highest mountains in the world looming far off as if they were a painted backdrop in an expensive restaurant. The artist, in this case, is Mother Nature, whose work can’t possibly be duplicated by humans.

I was so entranced by this scene that I almost forgot I was riding on the back of an elephant in the unspoiled wilderness of Chitwan National Park in Nepal, looking for a greater one-horned Asian rhinoceros that was to be darted and tagged in order to study its movements.

The grass grows high along the floodplain and river, and it would be hard to find a rhino even from the back of an elephant ten feet up. But our guide and host, perched on the lead elephant, knew where to go. He was Dr. Hemanta Mishra, director of the King Mahendra Trust for Nature Conservation. It was 1987, and I was meeting him for the first time to make a film for the Mutual of Omaha Wild Kingdom series.

If you were to meet Hemanta in Kathmandu, Nepal’s capital city, you might think he’s a businessman. When in town, he usually wears a suit and carries a briefcase. You wouldn’t know that he works with rhinos, but when he starts talking, you soon discover he’s an accomplished scientist. Hemanta can tell you stories about his country’s flora and fauna with enthusiasm, and he knows more about the endangered one-horned rhino than anyone I know.

Although Nepal is heavily populated and much of the landscape is terraced and farmed, there are still tigers, elephants, rhinos, leopards, and sloth bears living in the wild not far from crowded villages. Hemanta has spent the better part of his adult life instituting conditions that protect his country’s wildlife. He has traveled and represented Nepal to many of the world’s leading conservationists, scientists, and spokespeople for the natural world. His grasp of the modern concept of “eco-sustainability” and the use of economic incentive to save wildlife habitat has allowed him to help villages establish their own privately owned and operated tourist camps.

Chitwan National Park was originally created as a private hunting reserve for the rulers of Nepal, their family and friends, and visiting dignitaries. In 1987, the last time I visited Nepal, Chitwan was the only refuge of the Indian Rhino in Nepal. Few animals are more impressive than this ancient behemoth that has lived on the planet successfully for millions of years. While I was there, I thought about why it is so important for us to guarantee the continued survival of such a potentially dangerous animal and how this could be communicated effectively to the public.

These questions become more meaningful when you ponder them from the back of a pachyderm, as Hemanta and I have done. Hemanta agrees that we must not only point out how rare and magnificent the rhino is, but also link its existence to the welfare of humans. In other words, we must consider how our human “quality of life” will be affected if we destroy nature. When we destroy natural resources, we run the risk of creating societies of haves and have-nots that invariably result in dictatorships, political upheaval, and social tragedies. Hemanta found a solution for Nepal through nature-based tourism, which brought in revenue that reduced illegal hunting and poaching and convinced the locals that land with restricted access, such as a national park, was a good thing.

Using his model, we may be able to convince other nations, ours included, that it’s important to understand and respect “how the earth works.” It is clear that overpopulation, destruction of the land, and the creation of one-resource economies are the root causes of most social tragedies, wars, and violence today. If we can’t even save the habitat of rhinos in Nepal, we may not be able to save enough healthy natural habitat for ourselves.

Last year it was reported that less than 5 percent of the American public spent more than half an hour per year thinking about the welfare of wildlife and wilderness. Apparently, politicians know that the average voter does not necessarily understand and respect the world of nature, so all too often, how we treat the earth is not a priority in their campaigns.

Hemanta’s book will help save rhinos because it forms a personal connection with the reader. His story is told with the passion of personal experience. No matter whether he’s working in the wild, for the World Bank, a conservation group, or the American Himalayan Foundation, he is what we need most in the twenty-first century: a spokesperson for the natural world who makes people care.

—Jim Fowler

Honorary President, The Explorers Club, and former host of Mutual of Omaha’s

Wild Kingdom
 
April 2007
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I was five years old when I first learned about the rhino’s soul. I was watching my father perform his religious duties in our front yard in Kupondole in Kathmandu, Nepal. It was a Saradya, a day of worship for the spirits of our dead ancestors. My father—a Hindu—believed that the dead have the power to influence the lives of the living.

“Babu,” my father called, using an affectionate Nepali term to address me, “go and get the khaguto from your mother.”

“Father,” I asked curiously, “what is a khaguto?”

“Oh, my dear,” my father replied with a loving smile, “it is a cup made out of a rhino horn. The souls of our ancestors will not be appeased if I do not offer them milk and water from the khaguto during the Saradya.”

I fetched the khaguto, which was hidden, as if it were a precious piece of jewelry, in a compartment of a huge iron safe anchored to the floor of our attic. Yet it was only a dark, boney, lightweight cup hardly three inches in diameter and an inch deep. My father told me that the khaguto has been with our family for generations. For our clan it was more valuable than any earthly diamonds. Although I was five when I first touched a rhino horn, it would take another seventeen years before I saw my first wild rhino. Yet I could not help stretching my imagination about rhinos as I grew to adulthood. Rhinos have always created an aura of power and mystery in my mind—even to this day.

This book is the culmination of my three decades of work in conservation in Nepal, mostly in the Royal Chitwan National Park located in the foothills of the Himalayas—the last stronghold of the greater one-horned Asian rhino. It would not have been completed without the support of Jim Ottaway Jr., a friend, a philanthropist, a comrade in conservation, and an American with a Himalayan-size heart. Jim spent many days with me at the Yale Club of New York, reviewing, rewording, and rewriting this manuscript word by word. I am also indebted to two wonderful women who have provided me with invaluable help throughout this process. Cornelia Bessie reviewed the manuscript, provided helpful criticism, and enthusiastically showed the book to agents and publishers. Bonnie Burgoyne patiently retyped and formatted the manuscript, over many months of editing and rewriting.

I am also grateful to Bruce Babbitt and Jim Fowler for writing forewords to this book. In addition, I am grateful to my old friends Fiona Sunquist, Chris Wemmer, Lisa Choegyal at Tiger Tops, Brot Coburn, and Phurva Sherpa for permitting me to use some of their photographs. Masahiro Iijima—an old friend, a veteran of conservation in Nepal—also provided many of the photographs used in the book. Masahiro has worked with me in Nepal since the 1970s, and we have jointly produced a book on tigers in the Japanese language. The cover was designed by Georgiana Goodwin from The Lyons Press, and the map of Chitwan was designed by Karna Jung Thapa, from the World Wildlife Fund, Nepal.

Updates on rhino census and poaching data were provided by Tirtha Man Maskey, Chandra Gurung, Mingma Norbu Sherpa, and Narayan Poudyal. As described in the epilogue of this book, these vanguards of conservation lost their lives in a helicopter crash in eastern Nepal in September 2006. The sudden demise of these heroes and builders of national parks and protected conservation areas in Nepal is a great loss, not only for Nepal but also for the global conservation movement. They were my friends, partners, and band of brothers in bringing the rhino back from the brink of extinction.

My wife, Sushma, has been my soul partner for thirty-five years. She helped me collect and synthesize the data on rhinos when I was living in Chitwan. She also provided some of the photographs used in this book. My daughters, Alita and Pragya, and my son, Binayak, spent hours reading the draft manuscript. They provided the harshest yet most candid critiques of the book. Lodi Gyari, Geoffrey Ward, Brot Coburn, and Adrian Cowell were among the first to read my manuscript and suggest improvements. They also inspired me not to give up on my writing.

Some of the scientific information, particularly on the evolution and behavior of rhinos, was adopted from Eric Dinerstein’s book The Return of the Unicorns: The Natural History and Conservation of the Greater One-Horned Rhinoceros (2003). Furthermore, the description of the first translocation of rhinos from Chitwan to Bardia in chapter 20 is based on a popular article titled “New Zip Codes for Resident Rhinos in Nepal” that Eric and I published in Smithsonian Magazine. Eric, a brilliant scientist, has remained my key partner in rhino and tiger conservation in Nepal for thirty years. The description of the Royal Chitwan National Park and the culture of the Tharu people are adapted from my own book, Royal Chitwan National Park: Wildlife Heritage of Nepal (1991) that I coauthored with Margaret Jefferies. Information on the illicit trade in rhino parts was based on outstanding work done by another friend, Esmond Bradley Martin from Kenya, particularly his pioneering publication, Rhino Exploitation: The Trade in Rhino Products in India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Burma, Japan, & South Korea (1983). In addition, Anup Joshi, a former colleague from Chitwan, provided much of the vital information and helped in fact checking, particularly on the impact of the recent civil war on the rhino population in Nepal. Status reports on both African and Asian rhinos are based on published information from the Web sites of the International Rhino Foundation (IRF), World Conservation Union (IUCN), Rhino Resource Center, and various publications of the Asian Rhino Specialist Group (AsRSG). I have also relied on the pioneering works of an old friend, Andrew Laurie, and my own publications. Andrew was the first to undertake a comprehensive study of the ecology and behavior of the greater one-horned Asian rhinoceros.

The Smithsonian Institution and the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) have remained Nepal’s key partners in conservation since the 1970s. In addition, the American Himalayan Foundation has supported my work in Nepal since the 1980s, including other parts of Nepal, particularly in the Sagarmatha (Mt. Everest) National Park and the Annapurna Conservation Area. Furthermore, my work in the Royal Chitwan National Park was supported directly or indirectly by His Majesty’s Government of Nepal; the King Mahendra Trust for Nature Conservation; the Frankfurt Zoological Society; the Wildlife Department of Narayanhiti Royal Palace; U.S. Aid; the Australian, American, German, British, and French Embassies in Nepal; the Singapore, Cologne, and Berlin zoos; the World Conservation Union (IUCN); the MacArthur Foundation; and the Fauna and Flora Preservation Society. I am deeply indebted to many friends and colleagues in the aforementioned organizations.

The bulk of funding for my work in Chitwan, including finding new homes for the rhinos, would not have been possible without the generous donations of Edward P. Bass and Richard C. Blum.

As described in the prologue and the epilogue, there has been a major shift in the political power structure in Nepal, and the monarchy in Nepal is no longer a dominant force. Consequently, these days it is not popular to give any credit to King Gyanendra Bir Bikram Shah Dev. However, it would be wrong and an injustice to the history of nature conservation not to credit him with saving the rhinos from becoming extinct in Nepal during the twentieth century. His leadership and dedication were instrumental in generating the political will in Nepal and in gaining international support to create a network of national parks and wildlife reserves, second to none in the developing world.

By April 2007 the political and social dynamics in Nepal were changing fast. The Maoists joined the government on March 30, 2007, and took over the responsibility of saving the rhino and its habitat in the twenty-one-person cabinet. The status of the current monarchy by the time this book reaches bookstores in Nepal is at best uncertain. On the bright side many of the sons and daughters of those who poached and destroyed rhino habitat in the 1970s and 1980s have become rhino protectors and are profiting from wildlife tourism in the new millennium. Thus, to avoid ostracizing them for the past sins of their fathers, I have changed their names and apologize in advance if this book causes any distress to their relatives in Nepal. Unfortunately, the practice of “defame, demoralize, and destroy” seems to have overtaken our traditional values of respecting the dead. This is not my intention; rather it is to focus on the challenges of rhino conservation in Nepal.

Finally, I am also grateful to The Lyons Press for publishing this book. In particular, I am indebted to my editor, Holly Rubino, who helped get this book into its final shape.
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PROLOGUE:A Tryst with Destiny[image: image]

“What have you done, my son!” were the last words mumbled by the bespectacled God-King before he died on the dining table at a family dinner at the Narayanhiti Royal Palace in Kathmandu on June 1, 2001.

The death of King Birendra, a gentle, humble, Harvard-educated monarch was not an act of God. It resulted from a bizarre bloodbath unprecedented in the history of monarchy. In an all-in-one bloody mayhem of patricide, matricide, fratricide, and regicide, Crown Prince Dipendra massacred his whole family and then committed suicide to prove his love of a woman that his parents did not want him to marry. The carnage in Kathmandu sealed the life of a mortal monarch who is regarded, even today, to be the reincarnation of God Vishnu the Protector. It also changed the destiny of Nepal, my motherland, and with it, perhaps, the fate of the rhino—a thick-skinned unicorn that I have loved and venerated for three decades.

What a death for a gentle and humble monarch revered by his people. What a destiny for a mortal who is regarded by his people as immortal. What a fate for a nature-loving ruler who had the courage and the political will to bring the rhinoceros back from the brink of extinction.

It was the court of King Birendra that cemented my fate with the world of the rhinoceros in 1972. Back then, I was invited to serve on the Royal Palace Wildlife Committee, a body that made virtually all policy and operational decisions on wildlife conservation in Nepal. King Birendra also assigned Prince Gyanendra, his younger brother, to chair this committee.

As a native Nepali and a practitioner of its strange Hindu-Buddhist mix of religion, I believe in fate. It was my fate that lured me to the world of the greater one-horned rhinoceros in Nepal’s Royal Chitwan National Park almost three decades before the carnage in the Royal Palace in Kathmandu.

Fate has offered me a glimpse into the soul of the rhinoceros, a mystical beast legendary for its power, its sexual energy, its unpredictable temperament, and its prodigious strength. It has led me to observe rhinos from the backs of elephants and from helicopters, to participate in a royal rhino-hunt ritual that dates back to the sixteenth century, to capture baby rhinos for American zoos, to celebrate rhinos in hours of film and hundreds of still photos, and to save rhinos from becoming the innocent victims of skullduggery and political violence.

Juggling the diverse philosophies of East and West, I have tried to find a balance between my spiritual beliefs and rigid Eastern superstitions and my scientific knowledge and Western education. I have attempted to create an entirely new vision of wildlife management, one that balances scientific exactitude, spiritual values, and practical politics.

Wandering along my predestined path, I have faced many questions: What are the bonds that hold a rhino family together? How does Western science affect Eastern rituals pertaining to this animal? Where should the line be drawn between commerce and conservation? How do the royal monarchs of the East differ from the business moguls of the West? What is more valuable: a human life or the life of a rhino? My questions have taken me from my own humble beginnings in the ancient capital city of Kathmandu to the jungles of southern Nepal to the highlands and islands of Scotland. They have also taken me to a pilgrimage of the mind at the bubbling hot springs of Yellowstone National Park and to Main Street in Fort Worth, Texas; from kowtowing to the officious whimsy of the rich and famous to hobnobbing with monarchs from Asia and Europe and billionaires from America.

Over the years the rhino has been transformed into something more than a strange and wonderful beast to me. It has become a talisman, an enigmatic creature suffused with magical force. Ugly yet enchanting. Massive yet delicate. Terrifying yet timid. Holy and revered for its mystical powers, yet a destroyer of farmlands and the farmers that it gores every year.

The rhino is a mixture of contradictions. In these contradictions, perhaps, is the secret to a healthy coexistence between human and beast.

Celebrated in myth, story, and song and slaughtered by poachers in search of its psychotherapeutic powers, the Asian rhino survives today in its greatest numbers in the Terai, the jungle area along the southern border of the Himalayan kingdom of Nepal. It was there that I trained myself in the Western sciences and Eastern shamanism and learned lessons from elephant drivers, peasants, and poets; holy men, hunters, and soldiers; moguls, monarchs, and mindless bureaucrats.

This is my story of the search for the soul of the greater onehorned Asian rhinoceros, a prehistoric Asian unicorn that still mystifies modern man.
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1

CLOSE ENCOUNTERS WITH THE UNICORN KIND[image: image]

I sat fretfully on the back of Mahendra Gaz, a big male elephant in his twenties. Oblivious to my anxiety, this mature elephant trudged through the riverine forests of Chitwan as the sun was sinking over the distant hills. As we approached the Rapti River, lapwings cried stridently, cutting through the cooing of doves and the twittering of forest birds. Orange oak leaves, peacock pansies, rose windmills, and myriad other butterflies bobbed and fluttered silently as they sought moisture from damp patches of earth.

We crossed the river and reached a small meadow in the middle of the jungle. We waited there, silently, for wild animals to emerge into the open. From atop the elephant, I spotted a female bear stumbling out of the bush, following her nose toward a termite mound. A young cub, wonderfully camouflaged on her back, held on anxiously for dear life. The mother bear ripped the anthill with her long claws. With her cub clinging precariously on her back, she licked and sniffed inside the big hole in the mound, trying to suck up the insects with her extensile tongue.

While I watched the bears, a group of wild boars trotted by and melted into the brush on the other side. In the distance a wild hen called “kukuri caa.” The bear suddenly stood on her hind legs to expose a big white V-mark on her mangy chest. The sight thrilled me. It was the first time that I had seen a wild bear. She was much bigger than I had imagined, almost six feet tall. Standing on her hind legs, the bear focused her eyes on the edge of the bush where a pair of hog deer stole nervously into the meadow. The deer sized up the bear and then continued grazing, their ears and torso twitching spasmodically. With no danger in sight, the bear dropped her forefeet and continued tearing into the mound. Soon a herd of chital deer, two female sambar deer, and a barking deer also made their appearance. The meadow was a favorite picnicking ground for Chitwan’s wildlife.

Suddenly, two rhinos snorted and tussled out into the clearing. The deer stopped grazing. The bear ran for cover. I stared, transfixed, at these prehistoric pachyderms. It was my first sighting of rhinos in the wild. Ugly and vicious, yet, for all their physiognomic anomalies, they radiated an undeniable appeal. Grotesque, yet elegant; cloaked in the unique regalia of brownish gray, armor-plated, hairless skin covered with tiny warts. Clumsy and misshapen, yet lithe and graceful. Their sight frightened me, but I could not turn away. I was spellbound.

Hidden behind a cluster of Bhelur trees, safely ensconced on the broad back of a government elephant, I watched the two-ton creatures scuffle and snort. Their actions seemed purposeful. Shifting, gently shoving, and encircling one another, they spun in endless circles as they trotted behind one another. Huffing, puffing, and grunting “dhurr dhurr!” hoarsely, the larger male restlessly followed the female. Whistling “kuiee, kuiee!” in unchanging tones, the female jogged gracefully in front. The female seemed to be taunting the male with a gesture of “catch me if you can.”

At twenty-two, I was fresh out of forestry school in Dehra Dun, India. Although any novice could have read this persistent prodding of the female rhino as sexual foreplay, I was too struck by awe and curiosity to realize that. I was not sure if the male was trying to kick, bite, or gore the female. His wide-open mouth dripped pools of saliva and exposed big sharp incisors on his lower jaw. His tail swayed gently, and his eyes were glued to the female’s rear end. He caught up with the female, and then, raising his forelegs, he made a feeble attempt to mount her.

“Are they fighting over territory?” I asked Tapsi, my sullen-faced elephant driver. His leathery face was lined with the authenticity of jungle lore, a hallmark of a lifetime of exposure to the hot, humid subtropical forests of the Nepalese Terai.

“They are not fighting, city boy,” he laughed disdainfully, displaying a jagged row of rotten teeth. “They are trying to mate,” he added, spitting a barrage of obscenities.

My academic inadequacies proven for the moment, I did not respond but continued to watch the rhinos. The huffing, puffing, grunting, and whistling foreplay continued until, after several futile attempts, the male finally mounted the female. The female then moved forward, dragging the reluctant male on his hind legs. In this strange mating ritual, they tangoed around for ten yards or so before standing motionless for what seemed like forever. I had expected the rhinos to copulate quickly, mechanically, with impassionate detachment, as most other mammals do, yet there was no such action. They were contentedly standing peacefully still. After a long pause, the female moved again and dragged the male toward the edge of the meadow, only to nibble at a bush. The male held on tight, his forelegs firmly clasping the female’s back. He held his head high and scanned the sky, swaying his head rigidly from left to right, as if in response to an ancient ancestral dance. It was a bizarre sight.

I knew from my textbooks that once the male mounted the female, the mating could take an hour or more. I also knew that male and female rhinos reach sexual maturity when they are six to eight years old. Both the male and the female had to come into heat at the same time to mate. I had read that rhinos court each other over a three- to four-day period, nuzzling and bumping into one another. But in reality, I saw that the rhino’s sex habits were rather more aggressive. As I watched four thousand pounds of rhino thrashing in the meadow in a struggle toward orgasm, I realized that no amount of academic learning could prepare me for the actual experience of close encounters with wild rhinos.

I watched the rhinos grunt and snort as they made love. I coughed nervously. The elephant trumpeted. Suddenly, the male rhino dismounted. Both rhinos turned and looked at us. Had we interrupted their mating? Were they angry? They began to move toward our elephant. Each curved horn that had earlier seemed so harmless and ornamental now threatened like a gleaming knife aching to be embedded into our soft flesh. They stepped closer, carefully. Were they about to attack?

“Subba sahib,” I quivered, addressing Tapsi, my elephant driver, by his honorific title. “Shouldn’t we back off?”

“Boor chodiga!” cursed Tapsi in his native tongue, equating me to the female genital. He turned around and looked me up and down, sneering at me, sitting astride the neck of the elephant. “Those rhinos aren’t going to charge,” he continued. “You’d better go back to the city. You’ll never make it in the jungle.”

He was right. The prehistoric pachyderms spared us. Obviously having more pressing matters, they eased away into the thicket—huffing, puffing, and snorting.

There were no roads or motor vehicles in Chitwan. The only way to travel through the jungle was by elephant. Moreover, the only way to travel by elephant was to work with Tapsi Subba, the chief elephant driver of His Majesty’s Government elephant stable in Saurah, on the banks of the Rapti River. A man of medium height and slender build, with dark, slightly Mongoloid features, Tapsi was a Tharu, a member of the ethnic group that had traditionally inhabited Chitwan and the rest of the Terai.

Unlike my ethnic group, the Western hill Brahmins, who traditionally worked as priests or as appointed bureaucrats behind government desks, the Tharus had a reputation as tough survivors. Through drought, malaria, floods, and savage summer heat, they had survived in the Terai for centuries. They farmed rice, mustard, and other crops in small patches and fished and hunted for deer, wild boar, and birds in the jungle. The most skilled of the Tharus found employment as guides and elephant keepers for the royal family. Tapsi was known as the most skilled and toughest of the Tharus who worked in the Chitwan area. According to government protocol, I was Tapsi’s supervisor, but when it came to the ways of the jungle, he was definitely my boss.

My apprenticeship with Tapsi had not gotten off to a very good start. I was encroaching upon what was obviously his domain. When I arrived in Chitwan, I found him standing near the large thatched grass shed that served as the elephant stables. I looked like a typical college-educated Nepali male—dressed in pants, shirt, and leather sandals. I could not hide the fact that, within the narrow, highly influential middle-class stratum, I had succeeded in gaining employment that, if I made the right political deference, would ensure an uninterrupted monthly salary until I retired.

The economic and social disparities of my country had never seemed as apparent to me as I stood apologetically before this wizened old man. I saw no personal insult in the disdainful looks he cast at me, in the way he spat and scratched his privates. I was embarrassed and sensitive. I saw a million bureaucratic inadequacies that had caused his caste its lamentably slow progress to a better economic opportunity. Between his rude gestures and his meticulously placed grunts, I heard the silent protests of the impoverished people of my country. As my brain rapidly processed all this information in favor of Tapsi and his tribe, I considered, for a moment, ditching it all and heading back to the capital in defeat. However, the tenacity of the middle-class mind must never be underestimated. In spite of my sympathy for Tapsi and his people, I returned to my career goals—a monthly salary, societal respect, and a hunger to succeed with the breed of people who were in a position to make a difference in ecological preservation, and, more important, to bring back the greater one-horned Asian rhinoceros from the brink of extinction.

When I first met him, Tapsi was leaning against a bamboo support, smoking a bidi, a kind of cigarette. He was bare-chested, wearing a red lungi, or sarong, that reached just below his knees. His toes gripped ascetic wooden sandals or kharaow.

“Namaste,” I said, “I am Hemanta Mishra from the Forest Department.” Namaste or namaskar is the traditional form of Nepalese greeting that means, “I bow to the God in you.” It is usually spoken with both hands clasped in a praying posture.

Tapsi grunted, twisting his wrinkled face into an unwelcome snarl. “What do you want?” he said in Tharu, a dialect I could understand. I stared at him.

“Haathi ke boor!” cursed Tapsi, calling me the vagina of an elephant. “What are you staring at?” With that, he turned and walked away.

My friends had warned me about Tapsi. I retreated to my hut and then, after a while, returned to the elephant stable. “Namaste,” I said, attempting to gain his attention.

“You again?” scoffed Tapsi, insulting me by scratching his testicles. “I don’t have time to deal with a city boy like you.”

I held out a bottle of Nepalese-made Khukuri brand rum. I had been told that this was Tapsi’s favorite. “Subba sahib,” I beseeched, my voice almost reverential. “Perhaps we should drink first and then talk.”

Tapsi released another one of his trademark grunts. He glared at me but took the bottle all the same. We drank. Finally, we talked.

I respected Tapsi. Tapsi had never collected scientific data. He had never performed regression analysis. He had never read a biology textbook. He had never learned to read. What Tapsi did know about was life in the jungle. He knew the habits of the rhinos, what they ate, where they slept, how they mated. I might have possessed textbook knowledge, but he had a lifetime of laboratory hours in the wild.

We began to work together
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“... Unusual, fascinating, and important. . . . [ hope you will buy and read this book.”
—Dr. Jane Goodall
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