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To my parents, for instilling in me a love of nature and a sense of curiosity about the world.
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Author’s Note


To see beneath both beauty and ugliness; to see the boredom, and the horror, and the glory …

—T. S. Eliot



The discovery of a new species of wildlife is often the result of multiple strands of competing evidence, chance encounters, accidents, preconception-shattering experiences, and winding, discursive roundabouts. To even begin to describe the situation in Vietnam when it comes to discovering and rescuing new species, I attempted to conduct as many interviews as possible, with multiple sources, concentrating especially on the men and women who sweat it out among the mud and leeches.

To put these fieldworkers’ immediate, firsthand observations into larger perspective, I sought the viewpoints of those who work at wildlife organizations, zoos, nature preserves, research centers, museums, and universities in other parts of the world, along with the printed record. I have tried to give the big picture vitality by relying upon an abundance of significant detail, telling this wildlife protection story in terms of people, places, and events as opposed to quoting scientific journals or government documents verbatim—although such publications have been priceless for background.

Whenever possible, I brought in the point of view of a newly emerging generation of young Vietnamese biologists, park rangers, graduate students, and PhD candidates with an interest in protecting their country’s natural heritage. Their input is often overlooked due to the language barrier and the sometimes byzantine bureaucracy involved in working with the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam. (For clarity’s sake and to be in line with conventional Western usage, I have otherwise written the country’s name as “Vietnam.”)

I chose to focus on wild mammals because that is where researchers have encountered the largest and most spectacular creatures. But I could have just as easily concentrated on plants, fish, insects, amphibians, or bird life.

Similarly, I zoomed in on a few key protection programs and parks scattered up and down the country out of the dozens of reserves available, paying most attention to Cuc Phuong National Park and its environs. As Vietnam’s oldest and best-established nature preserve, since 1962 this place has some of the country’s most innovative wildlife rescue programs, setting the tone for the rest of Indochina.

A few words to those wishing to see for themselves some of the rare and wonderful creatures described here. Parts of Vietnam are striking, but not much of it is in the kind of untouched state that Westerners are used to in places such as Yellowstone National Park. After all, Vietnam has been inhabited by successive waves of people over thousands of years.

Yet biogeographic islands remain, off the tourist trail. Even heavily visited places such as Ha Long Bay have rare and endangered langurs scurrying up and down the rock cliff faces of its islands. You may not be able to see a saola or a kouprey, but you could see one of the last sixty specimens of the highly endangered Cat Ba golden-headed langur.

One last bit of advice: Give yourself plenty of time, and put away the itinerary now and then. One highlight of my last trip occurred simply by sitting in a Hanoi café and talking to the proprietor and one of the regulars. I’d only planned to stop for a brief coffee before embarking on an ambitious two-hour walk to tick off every item in my guidebook’s “Must-See” list of the city. Instead, a quick break turned into a fascinating three hours in which we exchanged pictures, looked at maps, and traded e-mail addresses; I was able to visit the newsroom of the Vietnam News as a result. I never did finish that walk.

Like the cramped, narrow streets of Hanoi’s Old Quarter, the work of wildlife biologists in Vietnam is full of the unplanned and serendipitous, as well as the messy, the crowded, the dirty, and the wonderful.

This is their story.

As a reporter, I have tried to be as honest, accurate, intelligent, and fair as possible; any errors of fact or interpretation are mine.


Prologue
Dawn in the Jungle


This region represents much more than the find of the year; it could be the find of the century.

—Colin Groves, taxonomist, Australian National University



It is daybreak in Ninh Binh province, seventy-four miles southwest of Hanoi, and the limestone mountains of Cuc Phuong—Vietnam’s first national park, founded in 1962 with the blessing of Ho Chi Minh himself—are just emerging from the mist.

Though it is only five a.m., lights can already be seen in the windows of the farmhouses just outside the park; the buildings’ traditional thatched roofs, combined with the adjacent neatly tilled rice paddies and abrupt nearby mountains, make the scene look as quiet and still as that on an ancient scroll.

Inside the park, however, the forest is full of sound, from the drone of mosquitoes to the maniacal racket of white-crested laughingthrushes. Loudest of all is a deep-throated “huuuu-​huuuuuuu-​huuuu​uuuuuu-​huuuu​uuuuu​uuuu​uuuu” coming from the dense treetops. This is the “great call” of the gibbon, a long-armed, fruit-eating ape, which human listeners have sometimes compared to a mourning dove’s cry, managing to be beautiful while mixed with a sense of loss.

Unfortunately, it is a sound fast disappearing from Vietnam’s forests, at a pace that has accelerated noticeably over the past fifteen years.

One of the few places where you can still hear what Jane Goodall once described as “one of the wonders of the primate world” is here, just inside the park boundary, at the Endangered Primate Rescue Center (EPRC). Consisting of a five-acre semiwild, enclosed area, the center’s roughly circular central compound lies inside a larger perimeter ringed by two outer fences; from above, the series of concentric circles would resemble a dartboard. And in the bull’s-eye are 150 specimens of the world’s rarest and most endangered animals, most of which would have been dead but for the efforts of Tilo Nadler (TEE-low NAD-ler)—a self-taught biologist who nevertheless went on to become what an eminent zoologist, Colin Groves, described as “the unsung hero of Indochina wildlife protection.”

There is much to be protected, because just beyond the park lie a series of limestone mountain ridges stretching north to south to form the calciferous spine of Indochina. Known to geographers by the lovely name of the Annamese Cordillera, this mountain range runs the entire length of the country and contains within its valleys, hills, sinkholes, karsts, and innumerable caves something that Oxford University zoologist John MacKinnon described as “the lost world”—home to strange, rare animals such as the Asiatic sun bear, the Tonkin snub-nosed monkey, and the clouded leopard.

But that’s not all. Since the early 1990s, many new, fantastic, large mammals never seen before by Western science have popped up here, especially in the parts where the borders of Vietnam meet those of Laos or Cambodia. Every week for the past ten years, an average of two new species of animal or plant have been found, all previously unknown to the outside world. A short list includes a half-goat/half-ox, a deer that barks, a creature that may be a missing link between domestic cattle and their wild forebears, and a close relative of the nearly extinct Javan rhino, to name but a few. A previously unknown, new species of the very rare leaf-eating monkey known as the langur once appeared, quite literally, on Nadler’s doorstep. Others are still being discovered and are part of what the peer-reviewed journal Science called “a renaissance in species discovery, not just of insects and microbes, but also of humans’ closest relatives, mammals.”

There are also tantalizing, persistent reports by local villagers of a fur-covered animal they call Nguoi Rung (NOW-rung), or “Forest Man,” which walks upright on two legs and is said to resemble a human. (The Nguoi Rung is most likely a myth, but no researcher I talked to wanted to rule it out completely, bearing in mind what happened with newly discovered species of previous eras. When mid–nineteenth century explorers first heard accounts of a “hairy man” in the mountains of interior Africa, experts discounted the reports as mere fables. Now we know these creatures as Rwanda’s “mountain gorillas.”)

How Vietnam’s animals came to populate this “lost world,” how they survived what locals call the American War, and how they managed to still remain undiscovered—how can no one notice a two-thousand-pound forest ox?—is a bit of a mystery. Whether these species will survive the peace is still being decided, and the outcome is very uncertain.

For as fast as these new creatures are being discovered and formally described, they are being wiped out. Already, the newly discovered Javan rhino is extinct in Vietnam, while the goatlike saola has seen its numbers plunge from the thousands to approximately two hundred. The forest ox, or kouprey, may already be gone as well.

The result is a race between the forces of preservation and destruction in this part of the tropics—the band of terrain where most of the world’s biodiversity is found. Researchers want to find and name the new species so they can take the creatures to rescue centers and captive breeding programs, and understand these animals’ places in the great fabric of life. Meanwhile, others want to slaughter the animals to satisfy the newfound taste for exotic game in upscale restaurants that has gone hand in hand with a booming Asian economy. Endangered animals—both newly discovered and previously known—are sought on many fronts: their heads go to trophy hunters, their still-beating hearts used for the making of “snake wine,” their horns for quack medicine, their brains for appetizers, their anal glands for the manufacture of some of the world’s most famous and expensive perfumes.

At times, it seems that everything is being sacrificed on the altar of pell-mell economic development, an attitude that caused Alan Rabinowitz, formerly a zoologist at the Wildlife Conservation Society, to dub Vietnam “a miniature China on amphetamines.”

The situation presents a conundrum to wildlife biologists. On the one hand, they are shocked by the rapid decline of species; the number of Vietnam’s turtles lost each year to smugglers is measured by the ton. At the same time, wildlife biologists are thrilled just to find something new. In an era when it is big news to discover a new kind of “tube worm,” the thought of finding and naming a new, large terrestrial mammal is just short of mind-blowing. By 1812, noted French naturalist Georges Cuvier was already lamenting that all the big, four-legged creatures had been found, leaving nothing new to discover. In a phrase now gleefully repudiated by wildlife biologists, Cuvier wrote: “There is little hope of discovering new species of large quadrupeds.”

Consequently, if you’re a young wildlife biologist and you want to make a name for yourself, you hightail it to this part of Southeast Asia.

However, this opportunity comes at great risk. Where scientists elsewhere worry about getting tenure, researchers here must dodge leftover land mines and winged antipersonnel “butterfly bombs” to do their field research. This is a place where the phrase “publish or perish” has a very literal meaning. Members of one expedition awoke to find tiger tracks circling their tents; their leader, Nate Thayer, said: “Our team’s plane crashed on the return, our security mutinied and threatened to kill us all, half the team thought they were going to die after we encountered armed Khmer Rouge, others collapsed from sheer exhaustion from having no idea what it took to walk thirty miles a day in the jungle with no water, some demanded nonexistent helicopter medevacs …”

Drug runners, timber smugglers, and their like abound, their numbers increasing the farther you get from Hanoi and the deeper you go into the mountainous border regions. If you do cross the line and enter the neighboring hills of Laos and Cambodia, you have entered an area with a reputation like that of America’s lawless old Wild West. In the late 1990s, the world’s only captive specimen of a type of barking deer lived here in the private menagerie of a local jungle warlord, his prize guarded by his personal army of mercenaries armed with Kalashnikov AK-47 automatic rifles. Thayer—himself a seasoned expatriate American who knows these parts well—simply described the whole region as “a very bad area, full of very bad people.”

But the pull of the new wildlife is too strong.

And academics are not the only ones rushing in. The jungle disease–resistant genes of a single forest ox could be worth billions of dollars to the world’s domestic cattle industry, says Noel Vietmeyer, a National Academy of Sciences expert on biological engineering.

The result can be thought of as a “biological gold rush,” simmering away largely unnoticed by the outside world, by expatriate Viet Khieu, and by many Vietnam urbanites.

Like all gold rushes, this one has attracted a motley cross-section of humanity: scientists, collectors, mercenaries, poachers, wildlife conservationists, local villagers, timber barons, smugglers, warlords, and reputed spies.

All nationalities seem to be represented. In addition to the Vietnamese, Laotians, and Cambodians, there are British birdwatchers, American war veterans, Danish journalists, French businessmen, Dutch park managers, East German former communists, and Indian/American scientists. There is also a smattering of those with no real fixed address—who in the bars of the newly refurbished colonial-era hotels of Ho Chi Minh City, née Saigon, have been overheard to refer to themselves, self-mockingly or not, as “expatriate scum.”

These groups are mixed in with the ethnic hill tribes such as the Bru, the T’ai, the Gie-Trieng, the Yao, and about fifty others. Though outsiders tend to lump all these different tribes together as the “Hmong,” the term more accurately refers to a single distinct ethnic group, say anthropologists. (The term “Montagnard” is a similar catchall, simply meaning “mountain people.”) Just one group, the Yao, make distinctions between Red Yao, Black Yao, and Flower Yao, the colorful names referring to the type of traditional headdress worn by the women of each ethnic group. Each seems to speak its own dialect.

Amid such a tangle of languages, nationalities, cultures, occupations, and motivations, to merely ask a question and get a straight answer about the possible sighting of a new species is a challenge. One experienced zoologist with sixty years of fieldwork experience under his belt, George Schaller, lamented of this region: “When I’d ask local villagers ‘Are there barking deer here?’ they’d say yes—but it turns out there’s four kinds of them. I wasn’t asking the right questions.”

Under these circumstances, for Nadler’s Endangered Primate Rescue Center to locate healthy, adult pairs of rare, newly discovered animals and then get them to mate and raise live young in captivity is nothing less than astonishing. Successfully breeding animals in confinement is considered to be the ultimate test of the skills of any deep-pocketed, resource-rich big-city zoo, let alone those of a small volunteer operation working in the hinterlands of a Third World country. What Tilo Nadler did with just one creature, a leaf-eater known as the Ha Tinh langur, was “unprecedented,” said Colin Groves, a renowned mammalogist and taxonomist at the Australian National University who is an expert on endangered primates. “The Ha Tinh langur has never been in captivity before. Tilo has chalked up quite an achievement.”

And Nadler’s EPRC has had similar results with the even rarer Delacour’s langurs, Cat Ba langurs, and many other species of leaf-eaters, while spawning similar rescue efforts among other species in Cuc Phuong National Park and the region as a whole.

For there is much wildlife rescue work going on in Vietnam these days. A short list of some of the many wildlife discovery and restoration projects in recent memory would have to include Gert and Ina Polet’s effort to save the country’s previously unknown Javan rhinos near Saigon, Jeb Barzen and Tran Triet’s work to bring back Eastern Sarus cranes on the Plain of Reeds, William Robichaud’s expeditions to find the saola in the hill country, and Bui Dang Phong and Tim McCormack’s work in saving the world’s rarest turtles, at least one of which lives—of all unlikely places—in the middle of downtown Hanoi.

To this list must be added earlier expeditions such as Charles Wharton’s agonizingly close near successes in catching a live kouprey in the early 1950s, or Vo Quy’s effort in the 1960s to make a complete inventory of all the bird life in the country—the first-ever such census, and conducted along a major weapons-supply route, in the middle of a war.

The list of creatures involved goes on and on, to include paddlefish, raccoon dogs, fishing cats, warty pigs, and “ferret-badgers,” plus innumerable other creatures strange to Western eyes. (Some of these animals, such as the ferret-badger, are so unusual that taxonomists are still sorting out where they fit in and what their proper names should be. They are so new to science that they cannot be found in field guides or textbooks or encyclopedias yet.)

But in the dawn of the twenty-first century, the one project that seems to stand out whenever an outsider penetrates the small community of wildlife rescuers is Tilo Nadler’s Endangered Primate Rescue Center. The EPRC is one of the oldest efforts in this country to actually rescue rare wild animals as opposed to strictly observing them, and it started in the early 1990s, placing it among one of the earliest peacetime restoration projects.

My curiosity had been piqued early and often by this effort. I had heard rave reviews of Nadler’s work from widely scattered researchers in many different disciplines in several different countries; the most colorful accolades came from mammalogist and taxonomist Colin Groves, when I visited his offices at the Australian National University (ANU) in Canberra.

It was a memorable interview. Exotic souvenirs covered his office walls; we were surrounded by animal heads, maps, and photos of him posed with creatures in faraway lands. It felt like being on a movie set; one half expected to see a leather jacket and a bullwhip.

During the obligatory Australian teatime, Groves filled me in on the hottest developments in his field. He described a frenzied but little-publicized series of new biological discoveries going on in Vietnam’s jungles, where researchers had recently found some brand-new species of large, four-footed animals that did not easily fit any previously defined categories.

While the idea of all these new species was stunning, he said, even newer ones seemingly popped up every time someone installed a camera trap. What’s more, there were tantalizing hints—tracks, dung, bits of antler, leftovers in village cooking pots—of many more creatures yet to be formally discovered, named, and categorized. Capturing any one of them would make the career of an eager biology grad student.

Or a trophy hunter.

Groves said that Vietnam’s wildlife had managed to thrive and remain unseen by a series of remarkable twists of fate. By way of an example, he pulled out an old atlas of Indochina sandwiched between books on his office shelves that carried titles like Congo Journey and New Conquest of Central Asia. Drawn upon the yellowing map were the routes of the only major scientific expeditions to survey Vietnam’s wilderness in the twentieth century. Groves said that there were only two significant countrywide, all-encompassing forays, both in the late 1920s, toward the peak of the French colonial empire in Asia. That was the era of the great white hunter, when expeditions traveled by elephant back or sedan chair while accompanied by immense trains of hundreds of porters—expeditions whose very size restricted their mobility in the confined spaces of the mountainous jungle. Convoys of 250 porters were needed just to carry one week’s supplies to the hunting lodges in the popular big-game safari region of Dalat, in the subalpine hill country northeast of Saigon. A single party of a handful of Western tourists required fifty native porters—who were often unpaid. It’s little surprise that a surviving handbook from the era included such phrases as “How many coolies can this village provide?” and “Make a straight path, not a crooked one.” Or “I don’t want children, I need vigorous men.”

Tracing their imperial paths with his fingertip, Groves showed how both expeditions just missed the richest and most ecologically diverse regions, due to the poor roads, severe conditions, prolonged rainy seasons, and endemic tropical diseases. In the earliest days of colonization—the 1860s—European administrators, explorers, and military men suffered horrifying mortality rates; one doctor estimated that the average European only survived two years in Vietnam. In an era before science understood the connection between malaria and mosquitoes, medical practitioners were helpless: a Dr. Fontaine, who was the equivalent of the surgeon general for the entire colony of Indochina, himself died from tropical disease between the time he submitted a paper on the topic and the time it was published.

With new drugs, the mortality rate was reduced dramatically, but certain regions continued to remain unknown or largely forgotten. Groves lingered over one spot, adding: “This is where Tilo Nadler and the Endangered Primate Rescue Center are. He’s doing the most exciting work today to save rare animals.”

That was it; I had to go there. I traveled to Vietnam to meet Nadler and others for the first time in 1998. I was consumed by questions: Who were these renegade biologists? What was Nadler’s Endangered Primate Rescue Center doing that made it so successful? And if Nadler’s work was so wonderful, why had no one outside a small coterie of wildlife experts heard of it? What was happening in Vietnam? What would I find when I met them at their jungle field stations?

My first visit left me with more questions than it answered. I decided to return more than a decade later to try to answer them once and for all.


1

A Peace More Dangerous Than War


It’s a Cruel, Crazy, Beautiful World.

—Title song of album by South African musicians Johnny Clegg & Savuka



IN 2011, CAREFUL newspaper readers might have noticed a small article tucked away in the science and environment sections, which said that authorities had determined that sometime during the previous year, Vietnam’s last Javan rhino had been killed by poachers in Cat Tien National Park. Rangers had found the enormous bullet-riddled corpse with its horn sawn off. It had taken more than a year to determine absolutely that this had been the very last rhino in Vietnam, and that there were no others hiding in the bush. A typical story, such as the one on the BBC News website, noted that this individual had been the last surviving member of the subspecies Rhinoceros sondaicus annamiticus.

Dry and to the point, the news was a stunning surprise to anyone who knew the background. It was a shocking example of what had been occurring in Indochina since I was last at Cat Tien in person, in 1998, to meet the wildlife biologists working there to rescue the animal from extinction.

It had been late in autumn monsoon season in the south of Vietnam that year, and the wet, humid weather had brought out armies of leeches. The wormlike creatures seemed to wait for us on the tips of nearly every jungle leaf in this young national park, where they would attach themselves to any warm-blooded creature that passed by.

Our little group constantly brushed leeches off our shirtsleeves and pants cuffs, only to discover telltale patches of blood on our socks after we stopped at a ranger’s hut to dry off. When we sat down to gratefully drink some of the green tea the ranger offered, a leech began crawling across the tabletop toward us. We watched the leech inchworm its body among the teacups until park overseer Gert Polet could stand it no more and flicked the leech away—only to discover two more leeches had arrived.

Outside, the rain was getting worse. In some places, two feet of water covered the main hiking trail. Even the local guides refused to go outdoors. We were ninety-four miles northeast of Ho Chi Minh City (formerly Saigon), in an isolated area then known to few outsiders. The nearest landmark that appeared in any printed tour guide was the abandoned bunker complex at Cu Chi, now a tourist destination, located about halfway between where we were and the former capital of what had been South Vietnam.

The only way out of the park had turned into a trough of red mud. When I had ridden in earlier on the backseat of a motorcycle, the bike had sunk up to its wheel hubs in the stuff, which had been churned to the consistency of pudding by the street traffic at busy intersections. Even getting back to the nearest village was now questionable, since the Dong Nai River on the park’s border was so high and turbulent that the ferry—actually a landing craft left over from the last war—had stopped operating.

It was a miserable situation, made worse as I was at the time still recovering from a weeklong encounter with a tropical illness picked up near Hue in the center of the country. (Coming down with amebic dysentery in the hill country seemed to be almost a rite of passage. I could only be thankful that it was not malaria; one researcher told me he had caught malaria sixteen times while in Indochina. I could now really appreciate what Groves had said about disease acting to keep outsiders away.) I was still shaky, and the constant, unrelenting monsoon rain only worsened the mood.

Despite the conditions, Phil Benstead and his girlfriend, Charlotte, from the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, had broad smiles on their faces. Here to survey Vietnam’s birdlife, they’d seen an enormous variety of winged creatures living in the second-growth forest of this former Viet Cong staging area.

“We identified a hundred and twenty different species yesterday, including edible-nest swiftlets. We even saw a gray-faced tit-babbler,” said Phil in his proper English accent as he lit up a cigar to celebrate. He and Charlotte then discussed plans to look for owls in the jungle by flashlight that evening. I had to admire their indomitable cheer and pluck.

After they departed, I asked Polet whether he was concerned about the pair going out at night. Polet, then an adviser on park management at Cat Tien for the World Wildlife Fund, replied that he only became really anxious when people started poking around the dense thickets of young bamboo and rattan that had sprung up in place of the original old-growth forest. The thick tangle made it hard to see what was underfoot.

“Parts of the park still have unexploded bombs and land mines,” the lanky blond, blue-eyed Polet explained, with a trace of his native Holland in his speech. “Whenever I send teams out there to do biological surveys, I just hope everyone gets back.”

Leeches, land mines, and disease were just part of the reason that so much of Indochina’s wildlife had remained undetected for so long. Warfare, mosquitoes, impassable terrain, and improbable quirks of fate had conspired to keep Vietnam’s jungle creatures unknown to the modern world. Isolation—together with resiliency and luck—had enabled the country’s wildlife to remain alive and undiscovered. But after suffering through decades of war, embargoes, and currency controls, Vietnam was now starting to open up more to outsiders, making one of the world’s ecological hot spots accessible to researchers.

Much of the interest in the particular hot spot known as Cat Tien was due to a large, irritable, deceptively clumsy-looking animal. In 1988, a solitary rhinoceros had been killed near here; further research established that it was genetically related to the Javan rhinoceros, one of the most endangered mammals in the world. Before that discovery, the Javan rhino—which once ranged as far as India—was thought to be extinct on the Asian mainland and to have dwindled to fewer than sixty animals, all confined to a single preserve in the western part of the island of Java. A 1998 study of footprints suggested that possibly a dozen or more rhinoceroses still lurked in the northern reaches of Cat Tien, and zoologists seemed giddy at the thought. Investigators examined rhinoceros dung, made plaster casts of rhino tracks, and snapped photographs with automated cameras in an effort to determine what steps should be taken to preserve the species.

Some thought there was a chance to rebuild the rhino population in Vietnam, a goal that had some precedent. The population of Indian rhinos had been down to as few as twenty individuals before recovering to about five hundred. Similarly, at the end of the nineteenth century, there were only twenty or forty southern white rhinos in Africa; their population has since rebounded to more than eight thousand individuals.

But Polet was pessimistic. He noted that what Vietnamese rhinos his rangers had found were showing signs of stress and poor diet. The animals were physically smaller than their kin elsewhere, possibly due to the bamboo and rattan having crowded out the animals’ usual fodder of small trees, shrubs, and grass. The size of the rhino sanctuary was still small for such a wide-roving animal, the nearby human population was expanding rapidly, much of the forest was illegally being cut down for fuel, and he suspected that the Javan rhinos’ numbers were actually closer to five or seven individuals than to twelve. As it later turned out, he was right about the rhinos’ chances, although no one then knew how desperate the situation was.

Upon hearing the news of the loss of the last wild Javan rhino in Vietnam in 2011, the chairman of the Asian Rhino Specialist Group of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Bibhab Kumar Talukdar, was to tell the BBC that the animal’s passing was “definitely a blow” to the survival of all Javan rhinos everywhere.

Others were blunter. Alan Rabinowitz, a zoologist at the Bronx Zoo once described by Time magazine as “the Indiana Jones of wildlife protection,” called the demise of the last Vietnamese specimens “the dumbest thing.” He said that a captive breeding program would have been the best way to go.

Rabinowitz said, “The last population of Javan Rhinos in Indochina is no way as strong and healthy now that that subspecies population in Vietnam has gone. They should not have let that last one or two Javan Rhinos stay out there. It was stupidity, pure stupidity.”

Equally upset at the news was noted zoologist George Schaller of the Wildlife Conservation Society. Schaller has spent six decades trotting the globe to protect wildlife—including species as diverse as mountain gorillas, giant pandas, tigers, Serengeti lions, snow leopards, and Tibetan tigers—and he had personally been in Vietnam to help survey the populations of Javan rhinos and kouprey in the early ’90s, spending months on end in the Indochina jungle. (When Schaller did fieldwork in Tibet, he was accompanied by a youngish Peter Matthiessen, who went on to write a literary classic about the experience, The Snow Leopard. George Schaller is the “GS” referred to throughout that book.) Now, a little more than two decades later, the Javan rhino was gone forever from Vietnam, a victim of greed and a rapacious black market. “There’s tens of thousands of dollars in a single horn,” Schaller lamented. “Consequently, rhino poaching is like the drug trade.” One gram of rhino horn sells for as much as $133, or double the price of gold. Given the size of most rhino horns, that translates to an average of about $250,000 per horn.

The extinction of this animal was all the more disturbing because this one subspecies of rhino had been the justification behind creating the entire 270-square-mile national park in the first place. (Now that it has been up and running for close to twenty years, this well-established reserve is likely to remain. But nothing can be taken for granted; even the oldest park in Vietnam was cut in two to accommodate a new superhighway a few years ago.) As a champion example of what zoologists call “charismatic megafauna,” the Javan rhino had attracted huge amounts of attention, support, and money. Consequently, the species’ discovery had meant that one of the largest tropical rain forest lowlands in Vietnam had been getting more comprehensive, all-embracing protection. In order to protect rhino habitat, three smaller, widely spaced, fractured pieces of lowland forest had been joined together to form Cat Tien National Park.

Though composed of land that had been repeatedly sprayed with Agent Orange by American forces during the war, with large swaths of any remaining old-growth forest heavily logged afterward, the new preserve had proven to be home to hundreds of plant species, 120 kinds of birds, and several other large mammals, including the elephant, the sun bear, the buffalo-like gaur, and about forty others on the IUCN’s “Red List” of endangered species.

But of them all, the Javan rhino had been the star, as closely identified with Cat Tien National Park as the grizzly bear is with Yellowstone. “Big, beautiful animals draw public attention,” observed Schaller. “They arouse emotion, and people will work hard to protect them. Whereas it’s difficult to arouse people to protect leeches, mosquitoes, and so forth—although they may be just as important to the overall ecosystem, or even more so.… Is a tick more ecologically important than a tiger? Ecologically speaking, we just don’t know.”

The reality, Schaller explained, is that while he and other zoologists can do scientific research about all the different species and their web of interrelationships to urge the establishment of a national park, conservation often boils down to politics and emotions. People can relate more easily to any kind of large animal; there was a different energy to a place where big wild creatures roamed, and a sense of wilderness that came with the presence of a rhino that cannot be re-created digitally. There was something to being in the forest and knowing that you were not the biggest animal there. It sent a shiver down the neck.

In addition, there was a bonus to protecting the most glamorous animals. “If you have an appealing animal like a rhino or panda or tiger—and they need a fair amount of space—then when you do protect a good population of them in their natural habitats, you automatically protect hundreds or thousands of other animals and plants as well,” Schaller stated.

Rabinowitz described such animals as “apex species,” saying that by saving the most appealing animals and the land they migrate over, ecologists could also save the less noticeable creatures associated with them. This meant that by publicly focusing an enormous, concentrated effort on one species, they could save a whole stable, rich environment with a cascade of other life-forms in the bargain.

In this tapestry of protected animal and plant life, Vietnam’s Javan rhinos were the “apex species.” As the primary focus of all the attention, they simply should not have disappeared.
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An American in Vietnam


“Tay ba lo” means “Westerner with a backpack.”

—Claude Potvin and Nicholas Stedman, Dos and Don’ts in Vietnam



FINDING OUT WHY some wildlife restoration projects fail and some succeed can be harder than anyone would first think. Merely to extract some information can be frustrating now, but it was much worse in the pre-Wikipedia, pre-Google era. It was extremely difficult to find any data of any kind about either the creatures or contemporary Vietnam, whether online, in print, or anywhere else in 1998.

Vietnam then was just emerging from decades of isolation, and the United States had only formally recognized Vietnam the year before, in 1997. And that was a different time in the journalism game, before the rise of blogs, RSS feeds, SMS messaging, social media, podcasts, live chats, and Twitter—even if the content today is often censored by the Communist Party authorities in Vietnam.

Making it even harder, field biologists have always had a tendency to get so wrapped up in their work that they often simply do not respond to queries by e-mail, fax, or phone call. As a group, they give the impression that they’d much rather be out in the bush among animals than answering questions from nosy outsiders. As one researcher apologetically offered, “We don’t often like to mix that much with people.”

By their own account, wildlife biologists can be a driven, eccentric lot. Oxford University biologist John MacKinnon, among the first to formally discover Vietnam’s saola, blamed this on the loneliness of fieldwork, difficult conditions, and endless months with no one to talk to. MacKinnon told a reporter: “I knew of a couple, husband and wife, who did fieldwork together. They went quite mad in the forest, talking to inanimate objects. They gave everything names. The kettle was called Billy, as in ‘Billy the kettle, are you ready?’ ”

To put up with these hardships requires an obsession similar to that of mountain climbers or early polar explorers. (In her nonfiction book The Orchid Thief, Susan Orlean described how nineteenth-century orchid collectors would even dig up graveyards to collect a prized flower. She wrote, “Because orchid hunters hated the thought of another hunter’s finding any plants they might have missed, they would ‘collect out’ an area, and then they would burn the place down.”)

Part of this fanaticism may be laid to the human tendency to want to best one’s rivals, and, as such, it has been going on since time immemorial. The competition between rival paleontologists Othniel Marsh and Edward Cope in the American West in the 1870s is legendary among historians of science today. These two respected scientists, backed by well-known institutions, frantically raced each other to be the first to collect new fossils of previously unknown dinosaurs—including the first Apatosaurus, Camarasauras, Diplodocus, Stegosaurus, and Allosaurus—in places such as Wyoming’s Badlands. They started their excavations there mere weeks after Custer and his entire Seventh Cavalry had been wiped out at the Battle of the Little Bighorn in neighboring Montana.

The ensuing, decades-long series of battles between Marsh and Cope, sometimes called the Great Dinosaur Rush, was scarcely less intense than Custer’s Last Stand. Mutual accusations flew back and forth about sabotage, bribery, fraud, theft, and spying. The rival paleontologists’ teams worked in the depths of winter, when temperatures plummeted to minus thirty degrees Fahrenheit, or minus thirty-five degrees Celsius, before any windchill factor, in an effort to be the first to excavate a new species and claim the naming rights. Tons of fossilized bones were sent to museums back east, in a scientific competition run amok.

Each was in such a rush to beat the other into print that modern scientists termed their efforts “taxonomic carpet bombing.” In some cases, dozens of different scientific names were applied to what turned out to be just one species. It took decades to sort out the mess.

Worse, if Marsh came across a dinosaur fossil that he could not remove, he told his team to destroy the bones rather than see them fall into the hands of his hated opponent. One of today’s best-known paleontologists, Bob Bakker, curator of paleontology at the Houston Museum of Natural Science, described this attitude as the “Fred C. Dobbs Syndrome,” after Humphrey Bogart’s crazed gold prospector in Treasure of the Sierra Madre.

Legitimate scientists today still push themselves to incredible lengths to conduct their work. While he was still a young man and had yet to write any of the books that would later make him famous, the evolutionary biologist Ernst Mayr traveled to Papua New Guinea in the 1920s to collect bird specimens for the American Museum of Natural History. In those days, collectors gathered birds in the same way that John James Audubon had a century earlier: they shot them. Audubon considered a day in which he shot fewer than a hundred birds to be a wasted day; he once described himself as “a two-legged monster armed with a gun … leaving a path of destruction.”

After the killing, naturalists then gathered up the skins, feathers, and bones to make stuffed mounts for museum collections and displays. But rather than throw out the internal organs and meat from his bird specimens, Mayr told me that he ate them in the field; the bird carcasses were one of the few sources of protein he could find in the Papua New Guinea jungle in the era prior to freeze-dried food and Meals Ready to Eat. It was a case of eating your research subjects to survive.

Mayr remembered the circumstances vividly—even though he was nearly ninety-seven years old at the time of our interview—and laughed at the recollection of his earliest fieldwork, saying that it added a twist to the old academic saw “publish or perish.” (Mayr ultimately did much more than just publish, becoming the dean of the biology department at Harvard University, where he introduced key concepts to our understanding of how new species come about, such as “island biogeography.” When he retired, the university’s zoology museum was renamed in his honor. After our interview, Mayr was to write one more book on evolutionary biology, his twelfth, before dying at age one hundred.)

All of which indicated that field biologists were sometimes consumed by their work in the bush. It was a variation of something I had encountered several times while working as a foreign correspondent in Australia for a science magazine. Once, while trying to do a story on a prestigious marine mammal biologist in the remote tropics of the land down under, I found that this person had gotten so caught up in the tropical lifestyle that he had essentially dropped off the map, living like a modern-day castaway. This kind of thing happened often enough that the Aussies had an expression for it: “gone troppo.” (Translation: “gone tropical.”)

It was frustrating, particularly if a deadline was coming up fast; the more you pushed, the slower the response. At times, it felt as if they deliberately slowed down out of spite.

Paradoxically, this had the effect of making the researchers in Vietnam more appealing and intriguing. Even today, some of the fieldwork happening there is a bit mysterious, even to the most authoritative sources. In 2012, renowned zoologist Alan Rabinowitz would say, “I’ve read about Tilo’s primates, which I’ve heard about for years, but didn’t think about it much. Often, a foreigner comes in, saves a few creatures, and then not much more happens. But from the bits and pieces I could gather, Tilo seems to be doing things right: mentoring, thinking long-term, going into the community, building the next generation of wildlife rescuers to take over. It doesn’t seem to be a Dian Fossey–type situation, where a lot was for an agenda, and there was a lot of rancor with the local people.… I have only been able to find out a bit about him, but I’d really like to meet him and find out more.”

He added, “I’m very impressed.”

If the researchers in Vietnam were mysterious and exotic, then the land in which they worked was more so. As Maxwell Taylor, US ambassador to Saigon during the height of the American involvement, had said in the 1960s, “We never understood them [the people of South Vietnam], and that was a surprise. And we knew even less about North Vietnam. Who was Ho Chi Minh? No one knew.”

The situation only grew worse after the war, when the country was more or less closed off to the outside world, a complete unknown. Even in the ’90s, it was still a cipher.

In addition, Vietnam was—and is—more than a bit rough-and-ready: Westerners riding on the Reunification Express were often surprised to discover that the toilet was just a hole in the metal floor of the moving express train. There was no seat, and if you looked down between your legs, you could see railroad ties passing underneath. A plastic bucket filled with water took the place of toilet paper.

The phrase “culture shock” didn’t begin to do the place justice. A full-time professional travel writer in New York City named Beth Livermore characterized Vietnam as a place with a reputation as a “hard country” for travelers.

Of course, that was part of the appeal—it had not been “discovered.” Even at the time of this writing in the twenty-first century, there is not a single McDonald’s in the country.

Nor were there many reporters covering Indochina in the ’90s. With the land at peace and an array of difficulties in obtaining official permissions from the Communist Party authorities, there was little incentive for a reporter to go to Indochina.

One of the few exceptions to this rule was a journalist named Nate Thayer of the Far East Economic Review in Cambodia, who had years of experience in the region, an enormous number of contacts, and some amazing anecdotes. With a shaven head, T-shirt, jeans, and a wad of chewing tobacco constantly in his mouth, this son of an American diplomat cut a larger-than-life figure.

He also had a stellar reputation. Alan Dawson, editor of the Bangkok Post, wrote: “In my opinion, which is shared by many colleagues, Nate is simply the best reporter to come to the Indochina scene since the fall of Saigon in 1975.”

In conversation, Thayer seemed to relish the murky demi-world in which mercenaries, secret armies, and the like moved about in Indochina, where it was sometimes hard to tell who were the good guys and who were the bad guys. His experiences exemplified the risks taken by those who go looking for wildlife in the region, be they recognized scientists or quasi-legitimate “collectors” of specimens. You never knew what you were getting into.

Thayer’s most recognized Indochina coup read like an adventure novel: “After a series of furtive rendezvous, using coded messages over mobile phones, I slipped into one of the most impenetrable, malaria-ridden and land mine–strewn jungles of the world: Khmer Rouge–controlled Cambodia.… All of a sudden, there we were with Pol Pot, with no warning, no notice, in what was probably the only trial, or pseudo-trial, we will ever see of one of the world’s most notorious mass murderers.”

After that experience, it seemed natural to Thayer to mount a twenty-six-person expedition by elephant back in 1994 to capture a living specimen of the kouprey—the holy grail of zoologists ever since a live male calf was found by chance in a Paris zoo in 1937, when zookeepers discovered an unusual new species among a shipment of wild animal specimens from French Indochina. Unfortunately, it died a few years later, and not one has been in a Western zoo again. The animal, Bos sauveli, was later described by the author of a National Academy of Sciences publication as “perhaps the most primitive of living cattle,” with features little changed since the Pleistocene era some 600,000 years ago. That same author, Noel Vietmeyer, calculated that the kouprey’s inherent resistance to deadly diseases such as rinderpest would make it worth billions of dollars to the domestic cattle-breeding industry, if its genes could ever be introduced into the bloodline. Those figures were a good part of the reason for the interest in the animal.

But all efforts since that time to find and catch a live kouprey in the wild and transport it to a Western zoo have been dogged with disaster. The failed efforts are near legendary in Indochina, composed of a litany of guerrilla ambushes, land mines, malaria, mutinies, and other mishaps.

Despite all this, one zoologist, Charles Wharton of Georgia State University, had actually filmed a small herd of kouprey in the wilds of Cambodia in 1952, and even held three of the animals overnight in pens on separate occasions. Each time, they escaped. Then, the escalating war between France and Vietnam put a stop to further searches; it would be decades before anyone would try again, despite unconfirmed sightings reported in local newspapers.

“It’s almost like the thing has some sort of ancient spell over it that man is not to learn about or capture this animal,” lamented Wharton.

Predictably, Thayer’s 1994 expedition was not a success.

Thayer himself called the trip, which he organized, “ridiculous.”
He added, “There were several early casualties from heat prostration and other manifestations of badly out-of-shape bodies addled by long histories of drug and alcohol abuse.” As he recounted later, “These are very bad areas full of very bad people where no authorized environmental groups are likely, or willing, to go.” When asked about the experience, he told me that he would never do it again—finding Pol Pot was apparently less stressful than finding a kouprey.

However, almost as an aside, Thayer added that he had actually eaten kouprey meat with some Cambodian villagers—albeit not on that particular expedition—and that he was personally convinced that the animal was still extant as of 2012 in the northeastern province of Mondulkiri, Cambodia, not far from the border with Vietnam.

A pithy note summed up his take on the animal’s status:


It was Khmer Rouge territory when I was there.

We ran into Khmer Rouge patrols who were not happy we were there.

Our security guards refused to accompany us.

Our trackers were scared shitless.

VN can’t go because it is in Cambodia.

Cambodians don’t go because there is no money to be made.

Traditional wildlife people don’t go because it is too dangerous.

That is why the kouprey goes there.

Because nobody bothers them.



Thayer also called the funding for wildlife protection in Indochina “a racket.”

But our story is getting ahead of itself.

[image: ]

While certainly not encountering anything like the Khmer Rouge, I did run across disturbing aspects of Indochina on that first extended trip into the field, in which moments of great beauty were matched by equally chilling ones. The long, nearly empty tropical beaches of Vietnam were a delight, as were the food and the friendliness of the local people: in a remote coastal village one day, an old villager picked up her grandchild and waved the child’s arm at the foreigner while saying hello, or “Xin chao” (pronounced “Sin chow”). This was to happen many times; I was also invited out to meals and into people’s homes.

In contrast, an urbane, multilingual Vietnamese man aboard the Reunification Express once gave a precise, step-by-step set of instructions about how to prepare the brains of live monkeys for dinner—a specialty of Lang Son province, near the Chinese border. My informant, Mr. Huyen, said that the meal was prepared by placing the tightly bound animal in an upright position and inserting its head into a circular hole fashioned for that purpose in the center of a dining table. (The table itself was just high enough off the floor to straddle the animal, so that the crown of the monkey’s head stood just a little above the level of the tabletop.)

The skull of the still-living animal was then sawn open like a tin can, and thin slivers of its brain shaved off a layer at a time, dipped into a glass of wine, and eaten raw. Huyen said, “I do not like this thing,” and made a face as he described it, which was officially outlawed but still occurred. (Corroborating the practice, the Vietnamese girlfriend
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