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CHAPTER 1
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Convoy
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A slow-moving convoy drove away from the bright lights of Nairobi, toward the snowy peaks of Mt. Kenya to the north. The armed men in the lead truck held their rifles at the ready. Their eyes constantly scanned the vicinity, prepared to shoot to kill to protect their cargo. The third and last truck carried more armed men dressed in the same khaki uniforms of the Kenyan Wildlife Service (KWS). And a veterinarian. 

Between them, a pickup truck carried a large wooden crate.

Wedged next to the crate sat a little, brown-haired white woman. 

The woman shivered in the cold night air; she worried about the creature in the crate; she knew an attack could come at any moment. She was cold. She was anxious. She was scared. 

She was ecstatic.

This was Anna Merz and the crate held her dreams. Anna had created a vast sanctuary where black rhinos could live safe from poachers. All she needed was rhinos to fill it. These first black rhinos would have babies and those babies would have babies and in this way the population of black rhinos might slowly recover. 

The presence of this first, real-live rhino made her dream feel possible.

“Many people have asked me, ‘why rhinos?’” she wrote. “Did I particularly like them or have a ‘thing’ about them? The answer is very simple: the rhinos are in Kenya and I was in Kenya, and the rhinos were in terrible trouble.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: ]


Terrible trouble indeed. An estimated 20,000 black rhinos roamed the Kenyan countryside in 1970, but by the time Anna moved there in 1980, there were only 300. 

Rhino horn could fetch as much as $300,000 per horn, so poachers prowled the Kenyan countryside. These thieves murdered the rhinos, hacked off their horns, and drove off with their prize, leaving a bloody carcass and, often, an orphaned rhino infant.

Every ten minutes during the six-hour drive, Anna stood up to peer inside the crate. In the dim interior she could make out bits of rough, grey hide. Depending on how the creature turned she could see either a small eye surrounded by wrinkles or his large horn. 

This enormous, powerful animal seemed surprisingly calm. He was squeaking, yes, but not bellowing or trying to shatter the crate. How funny that such an enormous creature would make such little sounds, Anna mused as she spoke to him in a soothing voice. 

“As I talked to him and he squeaked back at me, it occurred to me that he was not behaving in the manner I had expected from a brainless animal; and for the first time it crossed my mind that perhaps these animals were somewhat maligned and not as stupid as everyone had assured me they were. Perhaps living with them and learning about them would be interesting after all,” Anna later wrote.
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CHAPTER 2
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Doubt and Worry
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The longer the trucks drove, the deeper the cold air dug into Anna’s bones. Every two hours, when the vet stopped the convoy to check on their cargo, Anna stamped her feet, swung her arms, and worried. Physical hardship she could handle; she’d spent more than her fair share of time camping in the cold, particularly while exploring the Sahara (desert nights could be brutally cold), but she did not like feeling self-doubt. 

The colder she got the more she worried. Was she a fool? What was she doing trying to save rhinos, these ugly, ill-tempered creatures? How did she think she could stop poachers? Trying to stem the tide of rhino poaching was like trying to stop a tsunami. 

Beyond the problem of poachers, there were many other worries. What if she ran out of money, or they could not gather enough rhinos together to make the sanctuary work, or the rhinos didn’t have any babies or all died? Plenty of people had told her it would never work. Her husband, Karl, was one of them. Was he right? Was this just “one of her wild ideas”? 

Time was running out. Rhinos were vanishing quickly. She could not hesitate. People like the Craigs, who lent Anna the land for the sanctuary, and the guards they’d hired, not to mention rhinos, were counting on her. Anna shrugged to herself. All she could do was try her hardest. And that she would do. 

Here she was in this truck, eye to eye with the enormous beast she was determined to save. This particular rhino kept wandering from the safety of the park in Nairobi where he lived. The wardens feared he would be killed. Ready or not, the sanctuary’s first rhino was on its way. 

Just before dawn, Anna saw the familiar landscape. She relaxed at the sight of the beige grasses and light-colored dirt, interspersed with the green, flat tops of umbrella acacia trees. 

At last, as the rising sun lit up the countryside, they arrived at their destination, Ngare Sergoi Rhino Sanctuary. Anna saw the sign Francis (Fuzz) Dyer, her second in command, had hand painted:
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NOTICE

PRIVATE. NO ENTRY WITHOUT PERMISSION

NO LIABILITY ACCEPTED FOR ANY ACCIDENTS

DO NOT LEAVE YOUR CAR

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED FOR RHINOS
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She grinned and worked her arms and legs, trying to get feeling back into them. All the doubt and worry that had filled her brain on the ride up disappeared. “Wild idea” or not, they had themselves a rhino. It was time to get to work. And Anna knew how to work.
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CHAPTER 3
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Godot Arrives
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The convoy stopped and the team transferred the big bull rhino into a large holding pen, or boma. This rhino had been named Ngotho, but Anna re-named him Godot, as in Samuel Beckett’s famous play, Waiting for Godot . . . 

In the play, the title character never shows up, but this Godot was truly here, in the flesh. First of many, hopefully, she thought. 

Anna watched the rhino settle in. Wild animals, in particular, feel confused and scared when captured and moved. It’s not like someone can explain to them what is happening. To reduce those feelings, the vet had given Godot some light tranquilizers. 

But tranquilizers can make animals feel woozy; how long would it take for Godot to recover? What if Godot tried to stand and got dizzy and fell or become anxious and disoriented? Anna worried that he might hate being enclosed. He might charge the boma walls and end up injured. 

Godot was so precious, Anna couldn’t bear the idea that the big bull might hurt himself. 

As Godot explored his enclosure in the daylight it appeared Anna’s worries were unnecessary. He poked his head and large horn into all the corners. The walls, tall, straight eucalyptus poles, towered eight feet. The poles were set deep into the light brown, coarse earth, standing in two feet of concrete. The boma would keep Godot caged even if he used all his three-thousand-pound weight to charge its walls.

Anna brought Godot some alfalfa and horse nuts, a kind of horse food in pellet form. Godot had been captured and transported by crate several times in his life, so he knew about humans. But he was still a wild animal with a reputation for being mean and stupid. 

Anna knew better than to let her guard down. She held out her hand. Slowly, slowly, she stretched toward the enormous creature, prepared to pull back in a blink. Godot didn’t hesitate; he happily ate from her hand, his prehensile lips working like fingers to pick up each pellet and cluster of alfalfa. 

Hunh, Anna thought, as she felt his lip scuff against the palm of her hand. He is awfully well behaved for such an aggressive, mean-tempered animal. 

Anna was further amazed to find that, after a few days, she could climb right into Godot’s pen. She could pick ticks off his grey, rough back. He would lean into her fingers when she scratched him at the base of his ears, almost like a cat does, so she knew he really liked that. 

Ah ha, she thought, what do the experts know about rhinos. Look how comfortable Godot was around her. Releasing him was going to be so much easier than she imagined. 

This was the first-ever rhino that any of the members of the Ngare Sergoi team had ever seen in the holding pen. Perhaps this is how all rhinos acted once captured. 

Having a living, breathing rhino on the property made Anna’s quest feel suddenly real. Even though one rhino was exciting, it would take many more rhinos to make any difference to the black rhinos’ survival. 

Anna would have to find, capture, and move a dozen or more rhinos to have enough to breed successfully. Were there that many rhinos still living in the country? And if so, where were they hiding? 

Worrying about how to find more black rhinos, making sure Godot continued to thrive, and making lists of all the chores that needed to be done to get the sanctuary up and running often kept Anna awake at night. 

The fencing was not finished yet, so even if they wanted to, they couldn’t release Godot. Plus, they had no radios or monitoring system on the fence yet. When she thought about how much more they had to do to make the sanctuary a reality, Anna felt the way she did before she climbed a huge outcropping during her trips into the Sahara Desert. The climb was going to be exhausting. It might even push her to the edge of her abilities, but the view from the top, looking out over all creation, would be totally worth it. 

Anna knew her climb had just begun, but still, here they were, with their first rhino to put on her very own reserve. Well, hers and the Craigs. It was a team effort; that she never forgot. 

In six weeks, if all went well, Godot would have fully acclimated to his new home and the fence would be complete. Then they would release him to roam the entire 5,000-acre sanctuary. Godot could explore the dry, undulating hills covered in grasses, the occasional outcroppings and cliffs, the scattered acacia and fever trees, and shrubs, like the wait-a-bit bush. He could wallow in the watering holes, safe from armed poachers gunning for his horn. 
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CHAPTER 4
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The Dodo
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Anna was born on November 17, 1931, and grew up near London. 

When she was very young, her father took her on day trips around the city, in part to give her mother, always in poor health, a break, and in part to spend time with Anna.

Once they wandered by display after display at the Natural History Museum in London. There, Anna caught sight of a stuffed dodo bird. She had never seen anything like this ungainly bird, with its heavy beak and short neck; so appealing in its ugliness. 

Young Anna stood, mesmerized, before the display. How thrilling it would be to see a live dodo. 
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“No matter where you go and how hard you look, you’ll never see a live dodo, because mankind hunted and killed every last one,” her father said. 

Anna stood rigid, her mouth open in shock as anger surged through her. She couldn’t believe the greed and the cruelty. What gave these thoughtless and selfish men the right to destroy something so delightfully odd?

She carried the lesson of the dodo with her all her life. Even as an adult, when she saw an animal that needed care and protection, no matter how ungainly or ill tempered, she helped. 

Decades later, when Anna saw the rhinos on the edge of extinction, her father’s words came back to her. Another animal wiped off the face of the planet? Not if she could help it. She was prepared to risk her own life to help the black rhino.
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Her parents loved her, but they didn’t give Anna hugs or kisses or cuddles. They didn’t tell her “good job, we’re so proud of you,” or “We love you.” 

When Anna was ten years old, the Germans began bombing London during World War II. It was terrifying and dangerous. Even in the midst of war, when sad and scary things happened, her parents kept a stiff upper lip, not showing or sharing emotions.

When a bomb dropped in her front yard (luckily it did not explode), or a plane crashed and burst into flame as she rode her pony, she could not go to her parents for comfort, so she hugged her dog and cried into her pony’s mane. 

She always felt better around animals. All her life she had at least one dog, often more, and some horses.

One day, while walking on a beach, a German fighter plane rained bullets down on her. A stranger sacrificed himself to save her, jumping between her and those bullets. 

She never forgot that a total stranger died saving her life. She never forgot how fragile life could be. She never forgot the importance of helping those in need, just as she had been helped. 
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CHAPTER 5
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Adventure

––––––––
[image: ]


Anna had witnessed firsthand how life could be cut short with no warning. She vowed to live her life to the fullest, and, to her, that meant travel and adventure. 

She did not want her parents’ solid, safe middle-class life full of comfort. But her parents wanted their only child to get an education and have a career. 

They found a compromise; Anna agreed to go to college and study law. Then she could travel for a year before taking the bar exam and beginning her life as a lawyer. 

As soon as she graduated, in 1954, Anna went to Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), a small country off the coast of India. The two-week boat trip delivered her to a magical land so different from tweedy England that she was entranced by everything: the heat, the sight of women in their brightly colored saris, the scents of exotic spices and frangipani blooms and the practice of unusual customs, like bartering in the marketplace. 

She loved it all, from the chameleon that jumped down the front of her evening dress, to losing her shoes while pushing her car out of deep mud, to seeing her first leopard, python, wild elephant, and boar. 

Anna intended to return to England and keep her part of the bargain. But first, she signed up as a driver for an archaeological expedition to Pakistan where she had to drive the car over a bridge made of just two wooden planks and around hairpin turns so high
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