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Author’s Note

My decision to capitalize the names of all animal species breaks with tradition and will cause grammarians to wince, if not throw these pages up in despair at what may seem capriciousness on my part. However, there is precedence for my action. The birding world has long capitalized the names of birds, making it clear that we are referring to the Solitary Sandpiper, the Great Egret, and the Black Phoebe and not descriptive terms such as “A solitary sandpiper waded along the shore,” “We saw a great egret today,” or “A black phoebe sat on a fence.”Capitalizing minimizes confusion about the world’s ten thousand species of birds, but it also elevates their status on a page, as capitals are intended to do by calling attention to the word. This is my intention in the book: to call attention to species of mammals, fish, reptiles, amphibians, and insects as well as birds. I have capitalized individual species but not families or categories. A single species such as the Tiger, with subspecies such as the Bengal Tiger, or a dominant species of several species such as the African Elephant or the Grey Wolf, will be designated by the generic “Tiger,” “Elephant,” or “Wolf” once it has been established in a chapter about Asia, Africa, or North America respectively. If the capitals are annoying I beg you to take a look at the sports page of any newspaper where teams, leagues, cities, coaches, awards, and players are all in capitals, adding considerable ink to any article. Surely the animals of the field and forest, the waters and the skies, deserve as much attention.





Prologue

An impenetrable wall of jungle vine cloaked the forest trail as we descended over a small stream and into even darker afternoon light ahead. The acrid scent of a large animal wafted toward us, and I stopped. If this was a Jaguar I didn’t want to risk cornering it. Jaguars are not known to be aggressive toward humans, but I was taking no chances, so with a soft footfall we retreated and made our way back up to our cabin in the mountains.

Belize in 1982 was not the tourist mecca it is today. The country had just won independence from Britain a year earlier, and its abundant wildlife was known only to scientists, a handful of birders, and dedicated reef divers. A friend of mine in the Foreign Service was stationed there, and at her urging my husband, Ed, and I paid a visit.

The portal through which all pass is Belize City. We walked through the rough-and-tumble town, birthed in the 1600s for the lumber trade at the confluence of rivers and streams spilling into the Caribbean. Haulover Creek split the town in two and was a disgusting body of water into which everything was thrown, including carcasses from the outdoor market. Bloated fish, coconuts, shoes, dead dogs, and yesterday’s newspapers floated by as if consecrating them to the river and the sea meant an end to the horror. But the detritus never stopped. Mosquitoes, rife with malaria, were active day and night while flies sank into luncheon plates quicker than a fork. A woman sitting in a concrete alcove begged me to buy her baby. We didn’t linger here.

A bush pilot we met in a bar flew us to a Mayan ruin called Lamanai, largely unexcavated then. The little seaplane put down in the “river of crocodiles” and was secured to the wooden dock. Tripping over extensive vines, we began to explore the ancient site. No one was around. Only the incessant cicadas and tree frogs, the occasional whoop of an Oropendola above its dangling nest or the buzz of insects broke the silence of centuries. The great pyramid called the Temple of the Jaguar was unrecognizable since the jungle had reclaimed it as her own. We made our way down crumbling steps and entered a narrow dark corridor, ducking to avoid bats as they flitted into open air. The beam of our flashlight revealed a huge stone head looming in the dark, its blue and red paint as bold as the day it was applied a thousand years ago. This great Mayan civilization was gone. It disappeared as the Olmec had disappeared before it, both as extinct as the Dodo bird half a world away. By the time the Spanish arrived, the Maya had been replaced by the Aztecs and then the Aztecs by the Spanish. Survivors of these great civilizations were subsumed into a new culture, like Darwin’s finches, adapting to the environment in which they found themselves.

Ed and I traveled deeper into the interior of Belize, to the high pine forests, staying in a government “rest house” courtesy of our Foreign Service friend. We awoke each morning to the roar of Howler Monkeys, the sound penetrating the forest like an approaching freight train. Once I glimpsed a big male on a dirt road one hundred yards ahead, walking on two feet like a dark furry human being. Sasquatch lives!

The sheer abundance of industry around us was unlike anything I’d encountered in the forests of the northeastern United States, from Leafcutter Ants chopping up leaves and carrying them in long soldierly lines to their farms, to myriad colorful birds zipping by in pursuit of food or nest material. Belize is a birder’s paradise, but it is also home to thousands of species of insects, amphibians, reptiles, and mammals, including the king of the forest, the Jaguar.

I went home and began writing a screenplay about a female biologist who tracks Jaguars in Belize. I contrived a story that involved the modern-day Maya, drug trafficking, and our intrepid heroine. What a great adventure, I thought, and what a great part for me! In the course of research on the cats I called the Bronx Zoo and was told I might want to talk to their field biologist in Belize, who actually was tracking Jaguars there. He had just been grounded because of head injuries sustained in a crash involving a single-engine plane, which had nosedived into the jungle floor, and he might be amenable to conversation.

The next day I hopped on a plane and by evening was having a drink in the Fort George Hotel with the thirty-year-old Alan Rabinowitz. He was bruised and battered but intrigued enough by my presence to invite me back to his study site in the Cockscomb Basin. We spent five days together, tracking Jaguars against the orders of his doctor, dissecting scat, measuring pugmarks, and talking extensively about wildlife. His shack was deep in the rainforest next to a few Mayan families and surrounded by a cacophony of birdsong.

I never saw a Jaguar in Belize, but one night as I lay on my cot, fixated on five scorpions clinging to the inside screen near my head, I heard a deep guttural cough outside, which thrilled me to the core. This was it. This was the wild elusive cat of Central and South America, revered by the Olmec, Aztec, and Maya, stalked by trophy hunters and fashionistas for its singularly gorgeous coat. This was the animal so rarely seen or heard that it existed in the realm of myth and divinity. The shack wall was all that separated us as I listened to the Jaguar in the forest of the night. I was hooked.

I abandoned my screenplay and turned instead to encouraging Alan to write his story—reality is always more interesting than any fiction, and Alan’s life in the jungle of Belize was exciting and different. As a stutterer who talked only to animals he had a lot to say.

My life has been immersed in the world of make-believe ever since I began acting. It is a magical world I love and that summons the most imaginative parts of me. But the natural world holds more mystery and beauty than could ever be contained in one life, or vista, or creature. As Hamlet says to his friend, “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

Alan and I became close friends and we traveled to many places together. With his wife, Salisa, and my husband, Ed, we trekked the Annapurna range in Nepal’s Himalayas; we visited his study site in Thailand hoping to glimpse the rare Clouded Leopard; we spied Bengal Tigers perfectly camouflaged in the grasses of India; we rafted a great trout river in Idaho; we stayed with the Lacandon Indians, never subdued by the conquistadors, in the depths of the Chiapas rainforest; and, finally, we saw numerous Jaguars lazing on cool riverbanks in Brazil’s searing Pantanal.

My thirst for wild encounters and my passion for birds have taken me to unique places in the world in the company of remarkable field biologists. One cannot spend time with these heroes of conservation and not understand the crisis we are facing today with wild things and wild places.

The changes that are occurring to our planet Earth, as a result of human incursion, are happening with such rapidity that by all estimates we barely have a generation, maybe twenty years, to slow carbon emissions into the atmosphere before the results are catastrophic. Many bird and animal species are threatened with extinction. The concurrent events of global warming and rising sea levels, which mean the end for birds, will force mass migrations of people to viable climates and away from coastal flooding. Birds really are the canaries in the coal mine, portending what’s to come for all species. Where they struggle to survive, people also struggle.

We have not begun to explore the wealth that biodiversity offers human beings. Our interconnectedness with other species directly impacts our own well-being both physically and spiritually. We depend on the benefits from nature to sustain our bodies and the solace of wild places to soothe our souls, but somewhere along the way we lost respect for nature. We lost wonder. We no longer consider the unique and living creatures of the planet as sacred or special beings like ourselves.

The killing of animals for body parts, or out of irrational fear or irresponsible hunting, and the collecting of rare species for private gain have become rampant and threaten the populations of the most magnificent mammals on earth, such as Elephants and Tigers as well as the less celebrated amphibians, reptiles, and fish.

We are desecrating our lands, ripping out the heart of precious sites through reprehensible drilling, logging, and monoculture. We are polluting our waters with chemical spills, plastics, sewage, and dredging. Nature is resilient; she can repair herself if given the chance and the time.

Climate change is the overriding issue of our generation, dwarfing all others. One hundred and ninety-five nations finally came together in December 2015 to commit to reducing carbon emissions, officially recognizing that we are one world and we sink or swim together. The hard work of actually making it happen has just begun. Can human ingenuity pull the rabbit out of the hat with this one? I have great faith in technology’s saving us or at least leading the way, but I have less faith in our leaders in government, the media, and education making the case for our citizens, or teaching our young the importance and wonder of the natural world. How do you learn to love or protect the marvels of this planet if you have not been taught about them? How do you stand up for those things that have no voice of their own if you are not shown the way?

Scientists know what is happening, but their science is often repudiated and they cannot make their voices heard. They are like prophets in the wilderness. They have written thousands of books and papers. I have read only a fraction, but I have traveled with some of them and I have listened as they recounted the wonders and horrors of their journeys; I’ve also listened to the wildlife photographers who are documenting this precipitous time in our planet’s history through their artistry. These men and women are my heroes, as are people everywhere who speak up for the natural world. This book is for the protectors of our home the Earth and for all the miraculous living things in it.





PART 1

TIGER MAN





1

Mexico

Shade trees spread their branches over walkways of the little zoo in Tuxtla Gutiérrez, a respite from the late afternoon heat. Alan Rabinowitz was ahead of us, looking down into a spacious enclosure that mimicked the real rainforest of Mexico to our south. We heard the guttural snarls before we saw the object of his intense gaze. A female Jaguar snapped at the male as he attempted to mount her, and swiped her paw across his cheek.

He grabbed her by the neck, thrusting her low to the ground, but she managed to escape and ran off into the underbrush with the male in pursuit. He sauntered next to her and began licking her back and neck against the lay of the fur, surprisingly gentle compared to the bite to her neck. She didn’t stir until he again tried to get on top; then the whole courtship ritual began again. When at last she was ready he gained entrance and held her down with his jaws on her neck until the act was finished minutes later. They rolled on the ground and spooned like lovers on the grass, satiated for the moment. Then the process began all over again.

Alan was transfixed. He watched for the better part of an hour, barely moving, just like a cat. That is what Victor had said earlier in the day, when he first met Alan: “He is the cat he stalks!” It was true. His stillness was sometimes unnerving. His eyes, pale and catlike, could fix you with a penetrating stare while he contemplated the answer to something said. He was also powerful. He had excelled at wrestling in school and kept his body strong with weights and running. Later he would be dubbed the “Indiana Jones” of conservation for his intrepid pilgrimages on behalf of the great cats.
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Jaguar in a small zoo, Chiapas, Mexico, 1985







It was 1985. Alan, Ed, and I were traveling with Victor Perera in southern Chiapas. Victor, a Guatemalan, taught writing at the University of California, Santa Cruz, and had spent years with the Maya and the Lacandon Indians, a tribe never crushed by the Spanish. His book The Last Lords of Palenque painted a picture of the waning days of a once-great society, one that had built the graceful temple Palenque and worshipped gods and demigods of the animal world, including the Jaguar. I had studied the Maya, and Alan wanted to know more about the spirit world and the Jaguar. Victor’s book was fascinating; I sent a letter to his publisher telling him so. Our correspondence resulted in a friendship and an invitation to accompany him on his next visit to the Lacandon, in the last great forest of southern Mexico.

Chan K’in Viejo, his body bent, one shoulder higher than the other, his hands gnarled from the arthritis afflicting him, stood on the hill near his thatched house as we climbed to meet him. He smiled warmly as Victor approached, and they embraced. He said he had dreamed we were coming. This last lord of the Lacandon was barely five feet tall; he wore a white cotton tunic, and his black hair fell straight to his shoulders, with bangs covering his forehead. His voice was strong, and he was full of goodwill and humor. Victor presented him with a box of Churchill cigars, and Chan K’in immediately lit up, the huge cigar covering half his wizened face as he smoked. We spent the afternoon and evening under his roof as his three wives ground flour in the metate and pressed tortillas onto the hot stones in the fire, his little children treading the dirt floor with their stick toys. Chan K’in was reputed to have twenty-one children and in his nineties still copulated on a ritual pile of corncobs after the annual harvest.

He showed us the God House, where the men participated in balché ceremonies. Balché is an ancient intoxicating drink made from fermentated honey and the roots and bark of the sacred Balché tree. The gods are invoked with chants and offerings and the inebriated men soon begin to receive messages from the spirit world through hallucinatory visions. We stood outside looking up at the tall trees, one a giant mahogany used for hollowing out dugout canoes for the waterways. Looking at the colorful birds flitting by, I waved my arms in the air and said in my primitive Spanish, “Usted, mucho perros.” Chan K’in politely nodded while Victor broke up. “You said ‘You have a lot of flying dogs’!” We had a good laugh.
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Victor Perera, the Lacandon shaman Chan K’in, and me, Chiapas, Mexico, 1985 Credit 1







There was something magical about being in Chan K’in’s presence; he radiated wisdom, and we felt good. Victor told us that strange things happened here, that any technological device would break down after awhile. Alan and I were skeptical and I turned on my tape recorder at the conclusion of a dinner of rice, black beans, and the freshly made tortillas. Alan asked about the Jaguar, the “Were-Jaguar” and the “Master Jaguar,” while Victor translated, sometimes in Lacandon and other times in Spanish. Chan K’in began to talk.

He said they believed in a Master Jaguar that leads all the other Jaguars and in a minor god who transforms himself into a Jaguar to roam the forest. It was not clear if they were one and the same. “How do you know it’s the Master Jaguar?” asked Alan. “Because he speaks to you,” said Chan K’in. This resonated with Alan. In Belize he had sometimes heard his name being called in the night as if spirits were summoning him. He had also had an experience with an Obeah man who practiced a kind of black magic and who told him after a séance that a Jaguar would appear in his trap within three days. And there, on the third day, was a Jaguar.

The Mayan belief in the spirit world was clearly in decline as more Maya were converted to Christianity; still, a residual belief and even fear of a guardian of the forest persisted for many. As long as people believed in a controlling spirit or demigod, more protection was offered the animals of the forest. There was fear of retribution if one hunted too many animals or did not pay attention to the signs the spirit world gave, such as being bitten by a snake. Yet the arrogance of the Judeo-Christian ethic, placing man at the top of the pyramid of life rather than on a branch of the sacred Mayan tree, was dislodging the ancient beliefs of these people.

Alan asked Chan K’in if the voice in the night that called his name was the Master Jaguar. Chan K’in looked at Alan, his eyes shining in the firelight, and Victor whispered, “That’s your secret, Alan.” My tape recorder broke after a half hour. And then the light meter in my camera stopped working, as did my little travel clock. I have no explanation for this except to acknowledge how much I do not know of this world.

We bedded down in a tiny shack, Victor and Ed in hammocks and me pretzeled on a four-foot-long shelf with tiny spiders scurrying for safety. Alan spent time alone in the God House and then curled up in our VW van. He had endured enough nights battling insects, bacteria, and the chatter of sleepless jungle families.

In the morning we bid goodbye to Chan K’in. He gave me a very special gift of a god-pot, in which copal was burned for the Balché ceremonies. He was a most remarkable man to have graced our lives. Twenty miles down the road we got the tires of our van pumped up at a huge sawmill that was the repository for all the logging of the Lacandon National Forest. There, piled as high as a three-story building, were the giant mahoganies and the ceibas, the sacred tree. As far as the eye could see, the land had been cleared for cattle ranches and agriculture. Most of the Lacandon men had signed a government contract allowing extensive logging of the forest in exchange for money. Chan K’in was a holdout, explaining that the forest was not his to give away. “I didn’t plant the trees,” he said. “They’re God’s,” meaning they belonged to the great Lord Hachakyum, the major Lacandon deity. “Go ask him.” The greatest rainforest in Mexico, supporting a third of all the biodiversity in the country, was straining to stay alive. The fragmented landscape kept chopping away at the wildlife.

We walked the ruins of Palenque, marveling at the artistic line of stone Jaguars, safe for another thousand years for tourists like ourselves. Evening found us at Na Bolom, the home of Trudi Blom, the widow of archaeologist Frans Blom, who devoted her life to helping the Lacandon preserve the forest and their way of life. Trudi reputedly said,


I have learned through bitter experience that you cannot hope to protect the Lacandones without safeguarding their forest…In the dreams of the Lacandones, which regulate their waking lives, each animal, each plant and each ritual object is an instrument of prophecy or protective magic. As the forest is burned and cut down through our stupidity and greed, the animals disappear one by one; the jaguar, the boar, the puma, the spider monkey—they all disappear, and soon the souls of the Lacandones will also disappear…it makes no difference how many of them will be left—the fact is, their souls will wither and die as their magnificent forest is destroyed, and all of us will share part of the blame…What you are seeing is the last whisper of a magnificent culture…But in Naha, if you gain the confidence of Chan K’in Viejo and other elders, you can still get an idea of what the Lacandon culture was about. Chan K’in in particular is an extraordinary man. So far, he has not permitted the government to cut mahogany around Naha. When he dies, there will be no stopping them.



Chan K’in died on December 23, 1996, at 104 years old. The Lacandon forest continues to be logged. No one knows how many Jaguars still exist there.





2

Belize

Nothing in Alan Rabinowitz’s early years would lead you to believe that he would become one of the great conservation heroes of our time, except for the solace he always found in the company of animals. He was born on New Year’s Eve 1953 in Brooklyn, during the worst snowstorm of the century, it was said. He grew up a quiet child in Far Rockaway, placed in a special-education class because of a severe stutter. Alan found comfort sitting in a dark closet with his pet turtle or chameleons because there he could talk to them without stuttering. His father, a vigorous high school coach known as Red, noticed his son’s affinity for animals and took him to the Bronx Zoo on free afternoons. Alan gravitated to the Lion House, where the big Jaguar paced back and forth in her lightless cage, on a path worn into the stone by her short miserable journey from one wall to the other. The little boy stood mesmerized on the other side of the bars; here was a trapped, voiceless creature like himself. He promised her that if he ever found his voice he would be a voice for her and keep all animals from harm.

Years later an auspicious meeting with George Schaller of the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS, then called the New York Zoological Society, the umbrella organization of the city’s zoos) changed his life forever. Schaller was working on Giant Pandas at the time and Alan was finishing up his PhD at the University of Tennessee when a visit by the great field biologist resulted in Alan’s taking him on a hike to compare the Black Bear habitat of the Smoky Mountains with that of Pandas in China. Schaller was the head of the International Program of WCS and needed someone to study Jaguars in Belize. He recruited Alan, and soon Alan was on his way to Central America and a life-changing experience.

Dr. Rabinowitz was well into his two-year study when I flew to Belize to research the movie proposal I’d written about a female zoologist. He suffered headaches from the recent plane crash. The single-engine aircraft had plummeted from the sky while he was tracking his radio-collared cats from the air. The propeller ground into the tangled forest floor, but Alan and the pilot managed to extricate themselves and walk away from what seemed like certain death. His head injuries needed time to heal, so it was a good time for me to visit.

The young field biologist was recovering from the crash, but he had been weary for some time of the immense efforts it took to do his work. The magic he had felt when he first came into the forest, the cacophony of insect life, of birdsong, the mammals and reptiles that he encountered on forest treks, the glory of plenty, had faded in the wake of constant trials. The difficulty of capturing and then safeguarding the Jaguars, the relationships with the Maya and the women in his life, the constant assault on his health from parasites and injuries—all these were weighing on him.

My arrival was serendipitous. I was immediately entranced with the rainforest. Most of my prior forays to the tropics were typical Caribbean vacations, lazing on beaches, a mai tai in one hand and suntan oil in the other, some hikes here and there and visits to the requisite tourist sites.

When Ed and I went to Belize in 1981 to visit my Foreign Service friend, Cynthia Thomas, I realized just how vast a world there was off the beaten path. Our world of theater and film, of imagination and the magic of illusion, never ceased to excite us. We would jump into a new project and know we were the luckiest people on earth to be involved in the exploration of human behavior, emotion, and the mind. There were layers upon layers to be exposed and the process never ended. But venturing into the wild, into landscapes dominated by animals, onto paths trod by few other human beings, presented even more exciting worlds of exploration.

At Alan’s study site, deep in the jungle of Cockscomb Basin, I was in my element. An insect species the size of a hummingbird must have just hatched because pale orange bodies filled the air by the hundreds and emitted a whirling hum, like toy helicopters. No one could tell me what they were, and I have never seen them anywhere since. A Laughing Falcon perched above the porch, cackling at my intrusion, antbirds followed the legions of army ants on the move, and dozens of different kinds of flycatchers whistled in the forest. The sheer abundance of life was mind-boggling.

Tropical forests cover about 7 percent of the earth and hold more than half of the animal and plant species. No one knows how many species exist on earth, but the figure could be as high as thirty million. They are still to be discovered. These forests used to cover as much as 20 percent of the earth’s surface, but as human beings continue to convert the land to agricultural and pastoral uses more species are lost every day.
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Cockscomb Basin, 1984







The tropical rainforests are a delicate balance of soil and climate, where the temperature range is usually between 64 and 100 degrees Fahrenheit and the precipitation is not less than 66 inches annually. Whatever nutrients are in the soil are mostly absorbed by the biomass of trees and plants, leaving the soil itself rather barren when the forest is demolished. Speciation flourishes in rainforests for a complexity of reasons not fully understood. But the farther one gets away from the equator, the fewer species exist. In Belize almost six hundred species of birds can be seen. By the time one reaches Antarctica there are about forty-five species, mostly pelagics, which spend most of their lives at sea.

In those first five days with Alan in Cockscomb when we were getting to know each other, we walked the trails looking for Jaguar scat or pugmarks. Once he told me not to stop but to calmly keep walking on as he sensed a Jaguar a few feet off the path. He knew the forest and pointed out the secrets of medicinal vines and one that streamed water from its core when sliced, just in case one needed a thirst quencher on the trail. He was a restless patient and would not stay in his shack. At night I accompanied him when he went to track the cats on a starlit rise, earphones on, the antenna held high in the air to catch the beeping radio signal. When there was none he worried for his Jaguars as if they were his children.
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Alan Rabinowitz listening for Jaguars he has radio-collared







We read poetry to each other on rainy evenings, and one afternoon he offered me his journals to read. These were not simply data listed at days’ end by a scientist. These were the musings of a young man documenting his rite of passage from naïf to sophisticate, from pure scientist to committed conservationist. There was a writer in these highly personal pages. He managed to balance fact, storytelling, and emotion, something I hoped for in my work as an actress. I told him he had a book in the making and that his was a hero’s tale, the struggle for the Jaguar’s survival. He demurred, and, changing the subject, read me his favorite poem, Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken”:


I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence,

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.



What was the other road? I wondered. It would still have encompassed exploration of some sort, he said. Not the arts but medicine, perhaps, as he was a premed student in college.

In New York many months later, I introduced Alan to a literary agent, and his first book, Jaguar, published in 1986, became a classic of nature writing and a young man’s inner journey.

His study site in a former logging camp was near several Mayan families. The women beat clothes on washing rocks in the river and I would join them with their children in the water. The little girls attached themselves to me like puppies, giggling when I tried out my Mopan or Spanish. One girl in particular stood out. Seven-year-old Agapita carried a child’s book around with her but only half of each page, the other half gone forever. Still, it was her treasure and she was learning to read the words. She was curious about everything. There is always one child who breaks the mold. I’ve observed the same about animals: one will be more daring, or clever. Perhaps this is how speciation begins, through subjective behavioral change.
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The last of the unconverted







The water was beautifully cool on these mornings when the heat seemed to exude from every leaf and vine around us. Most of the women wore the traditional huipil blouses, but one, the youngest mother in her late teens and the newest arrival in the community, was naked above the waist. This was a village in final transition. Missionaries had taught the women that it was not good to be naked, so they clothed themselves. Jesus was a welcome god because sins were forgiven and he gave them hope for an afterlife. What was lost was a connection to all the gods and demigods of animism, a direct line to the creatures of the forest. Would Jesus protect them too? Yes, God the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, would take care of them all. The responsibility in this mortal life was relinquished.

Alan did not set out to be a conservationist. He was there to research the top carnivore of Central and South America, a cat that had roamed the New World for perhaps a million years. The Olmec of three thousand years ago, the Maya and the Aztecs later, all revered the Jaguar, as represented in their art and writing. There are stunning Olmec statues of men holding limp Were-Jaguar children, the cross between a Jaguar and a human, which some speculate was indicative of child sacrifice. Thousands of Mayan ceremonial vessels depict Jaguars, and there are references to them on stone stelae and in the Popol Vuh codex. The Aztec had an elite military unit called the Jaguar Warriors, who dressed in Jaguar skins to incorporate the strength of these gods of the night.

There were perhaps ten million people living in Central America before the Spanish conquest. Who knows how many Jaguars there were and how they managed to survive the people who hunted them even as they revered them? But they did survive and continued to disperse successfully throughout South America. Even before the Spanish came, the prolific Mayan cities collapsed, by 900 AD, probably from drought, warfare, and disease, the great temples left to decay in the sun or be swallowed by the jungle. The Spanish conquistadors who arrived in the sixteenth century brought smallpox, measles, and the flu, effectively wiping out most of the existing population. The Jaguar became king of the forest again. But not for long—five hundred years is not long in the scheme of things. Modern guns entered the picture, and by 1980 Jaguars were gone or severely diminished from Arizona south throughout Mexico.

Alan trapped seven Jaguars in his years in Belize in the 1980s. He tranquilized and radio-collared them, measured them, and medicated their infections and parasites before they awoke and disappeared into the dark forest again. He learned a lot: the density of the animals in the area, what they ate, and how far they traveled. He pioneered research on the species. But none of it was easy. Roads washed out regularly after torrential rains that sometimes lasted for weeks; his truck kept breaking down; and the well became contaminated when no one noticed a dog’s rotten carcass in it.

The profusion of animals in the tropics includes, of course, the tiniest ones: bacteria, amoebas, and parasites like hookworm. Mosquitoes are ever present and a bite can result in malaria or yellow fever, while a deposit of botfly larvae burrows under the skin and begins to eat you inside, causing stabbing pain before the fully grown two-inch worm finally exits months later. You learn not to grab onto trees or vines for fear of thorns or biting ants or an insect that mimics the bark or a snake the green vine.

Underfoot the forest has many wonders and as many dangers. The deadly Fer-de-Lance snake—or “Tommy Goff,” as it is known locally—lies in its hole near the base of a tree and will defensively strike as you pass by its territory. You learn to walk gingerly around protruding roots for fear of a snake hole. Alan lost a man to a Fer-de-Lance bite when they were out trapping his first Jaguar. Guermo was wearing sneakers, and the snake bit him in the ankle. Victims of a Fer-de-Lance bite experience excruciating pain, internal bleeding, and swelling; if there is no treatment, death can occur within hours from hemorrhagic shock. Guermo received antivenin and antibiotics in the hospital where Alan urged him to stay, under the care of Western medicine. His family took him home, however, where he died a few days later.

Alan became close to the Mayan families of Cockscomb, ministering to their medical needs and welcoming them into his shack at all hours. He was known far and wide as “El Hombre Tigre”—Tiger Man. (The Jaguar was known as El Tigre.) There were many stalemates involving the people and their relationship to the wildlife of Belize. It was illegal to kill the big cats and yet they did it anyway, because the animal was too near cattle, or because they could get $100 for its skin, or simply because “it was pretty” and they wanted to nail the dead Jaguar to the wall rather than see its black rosettes glowing on a riverbank in the late afternoon sun. Alan’s frustrations coalesced into depression, then anger, and, finally, a single-minded motivation to change the equation. He would find a way to protect the Jaguars in the Cockscomb Basin by making it a preserve. The voiceless young man began to find his voice.
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Alan writing in his journal, Cockscomb, Belize, 1984







Conservation was not something known to the Belizean government in the 1980s. They won independence from England only in 1981 and Belizean politicians were still finding their way. The Belizean Audubon Society was formed in 1969, however, as an offshoot of Florida Audubon. The abundant bird life in Belize was well known to birders, and Belize Audubon was interested in preserving important areas in the country. Alan had his first partners in BAS for the preservation of Cockscomb.

If saving Jaguars in the forest was frustrating, saving them on paper was equally so. Political life is a waiting game, a game of compromise and broken promises, and the learning curve is steep. Alan kept at it despite roadblocks. The folks at Belize Audubon one day warned him that some of the Maya of Cockscomb had applied for land titles. They had been squatters for years in the forest just as their ancestors had been, the concept of ownership being as alien to them as it was to Native Americans to the north. Missionaries told the Maya how to go about getting the land so they could build a new church in their village, a move clearly incompatible with a Jaguar preserve.

Alan knew these missionaries. He had a run-in with them when he saw their children killing birds with a slingshot. He told them the area might soon be a preserve and asked them to tell their children to stop killing the birds. Their only reply was “We save souls.” Later they came into Alan’s study site and showed the Maya a movie of sinners burning in hell, telling the Indians they had to repent. They also told them they could have a nice new church if they got legal title to the land. Alan ramped up his visits to the capital.

There are always winners and losers when lands are locked up for private enterprise, commercial development, military uses, or wildlife refuges. Alan sympathized with his Indian friends, but Jaguars were more plentiful in the Cockscomb Basin than anywhere else, and if they were protected, then the entire forest would be protected in perpetuity. It was time to put the animals first.

His position put him in danger from other competing interests. Hunters expected to continue their illegal killing and threatened Alan with bodily harm. Marijuana growers likewise expected to continue to harvest their crop. He had no police to call on in the jungle, just his unwavering resolve to protect the animals and their land. It worked. It took more than a year and many meetings with forestry and natural resources representatives in the government but finally, with the constant help of the Belize Audubon Society, the Cockscomb Forest Reserve/Jaguar Preserve came into being in December 1984. One of Alan’s closest Mayan friends, little Agapita’s father, Ignacio Pop, became its first warden. Alan left the Belizean forest a short while later. He had managed to protect the Jaguar in this small part of the world where Belize is still 70 percent forested and it is possible to see the cats in the wild. But the idealism he brought to his research as a thirty-year-old biologist was gone. It was not enough to understand the animals, even to love them; it was incumbent on him to protect them, the very promise he had made to the Jaguar in the zoo as a little boy. The future for wildlife was about war, and he knew the fight would be hard.
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Thailand

The girls had no expression on their beautiful faces as they slid suggestively up and down the poles in the oscillating blue and amber light. They flicked their long black hair round and round and pushed their tiny breasts and buttocks forward and back. Beefy Germans lifted large steins of beer and drunkenly catcalled to them above the canned music. One of the men pointed at a girl, and she teetered in her high heels down the platform’s side steps and joined him at a door in the back of the room.

Patpong is the famous red-light district of Bangkok where parents in rural villages often send their teenage daughters to bring back money for the family. I was struck by the tender age and indelible beauty of these Thai girls. Few women in the world are as beautiful as Thai women. They are delicate and perfectly proportioned, with copper skin and thick black hair. It was appalling to see them being targeted for sex.

How in the world would it be possible to protect wild animals if human beings were treated with such degradation?

This was our discussion as Alan, Ed, and I traveled from the choking traffic of Bangkok to the Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary, where Alan studied the Clouded Leopard and other cats near the Burmese border. A week earlier Ed and I had visited a Cambodian refugee camp with our friend Cynthia Thomas of the Foreign Service. By coincidence she and Alan were again working in the same country, first in Belize and now in Thailand in 1990.

The killing fields of Cambodia under Pol Pot were horrific. No one knows how many died in the genocide between 1969 and 1979, but some say as many as three million, out of a total population of seven or eight million. Border camps were set up all along the eastern half of Thailand, presenting a huge challenge to the international humanitarian community. They existed for twenty years, like Cambodian cities. Hundreds of thousands of refugees lived far better inside the camps than they would have outside.

Evelyn Sak, the wife of General Sak Sutsakhan, the last head of state of the Khmer Republic before it fell to the Khmer Rouge in 1975, was determined that the generation lost to the killings and camps would somehow not lose its ancient and highly evolved art forms, particularly Cambodian dance. When she learned from Cynthia that Ed and I were theater and film professionals, she arranged for the remaining members of the classical dance company of Phnom Penh to perform for us.

We sat facing an open-air stage on a warm February morning in 1990. Little children whose legs had been blown off by land mines that riddled the Cambodian countryside sat on the ground in front of us with their crutches and makeshift prostheses. Disfigurement from the mines was commonplace in the camps. It took decades before the land mines were removed from the fields and traveling was safe again.

A handful of musicians began playing gong chimes, drums, and bamboo flutes as the female dancers took the stage. They had salvaged some of their silk-brocade bodices, and with black kohl around their eyes and elaborate headdresses of gold they danced as if, like their ancestors, they were performing for the royal family. Bells shook at their ankles as they lifted their knees; their toes and fingers seemed to extend to impossible lengths, curving skyward like half moons. The children were rapt. The horror visited on these innocents juxtaposed against the glory of this human endeavor was a lesson in hope. Human beings are amazingly resilient.

Evelyn Sak and I kept in touch, and a few years later in 1995 when I was chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts under President Bill Clinton we met again in Long Beach, California, where many of the refugees settled after release from the camps. The NEA awarded a grant to the Cambodian dancers, and the ancient art form continues today, passed down to a new generation of dancers in Cambodia’s capital city of Phnom Penh by these very survivors of the refugee camps.

The degradation endured by people the world over at the hands of other human beings was very much on our minds as we drove north with Alan to his field site, fittingly called Dancing Woman Mountain. Cambodia was to the east and Burma to the west, countries that had suffered ethnic and political conflict for many years. The Burmese military placed the popular Aung San Suu Kyi under house arrest in July 1989, just six months before we journeyed to Thailand, putting the political turmoil there very much in the spotlight.

Thailand is also a politically unstable country, despite being a constitutional monarchy with a prime minister. It has had twenty charters and constitutions since 1932. Theravada Buddhism deeply marks the character of the country and its people. But while all living things are respected, the ancient culture of killing still decimates wildlife. Thailand, like most Asian countries, has traded in wild-animal body parts for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years. Now the commercialization of that trade and the continual destruction of the forests threaten most of the great mammals, birds, and reptiles with extinction. On paper Thailand has prohibited trade in animal parts; in reality, Thailand is the second largest portal of that deadly trade after China.

Alan was asked by Thailand’s Royal Forest Department to do a study of the animals of the Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary in hopes of saving this last best place from illegal hunting, tribal people, and the rich and powerful Chinese. By concentrating on the density of wild cats there he could learn the density of prey species as well; by protecting the top “landscape species,” the habitats of other species would be protected by default.

By the time we arrived, his fieldwork was over and he was writing his assessment for the government. It had been a difficult few years. The initial intrigue of the people and the place, the early enthusiasm with which he had greeted his assignment, had eroded, and we saw a man in some despair. The few cats he captured and collared all died. The first, a Leopard, died from injuries sustained during capture, and he never saw his main study animal, the Clouded Leopard, alive, only dead as victims of illegal hunting. The trade in body parts for the medicinal markets of China, Thailand, and Vietnam in particular was ongoing. The authorities paid lip service to protection, but corruption was ingrained and widespread.

The Thai are complicated people. They claim respect for all sentient beings and yet they seem insensitive to the pain of animals. Many times Alan witnessed them skinning snakes or frogs alive or roasting live fish on the fire, when it would have been simple to end their suffering with a quick slit to the spine. When he suggested that one woman kill the frogs first before cutting them up, she replied, “It is not right for Buddhists to kill.”

One Buddhist precept urges giving to others as a way to imbue the giver with a sense of generosity toward all things. This includes “merit making.” One way to earn merit is to release captive creatures. This is laudable when it is shrimp or fish stuck in mud after a drought and one helps them back into the water. But the Thai markets are crammed with caged birds, turtles, and reptiles, caught or raised only to be bought and then released to confer merit on the giver. Often they are recaptured by the vendor and sold again. This kind of convoluted thinking extends to many practices in Thai life, and can be difficult logic for a Westerner to understand.

As in markets all over Asia, Africa, and South America, anything can be had in the markets in Bangkok: birds, monkeys, lizards, pythons, legal and illegal. The illegal ones are just in the back rooms or under a table and it only takes a little coaxing or a bill in the palm to see what you want to see—or don’t want to see, as the sight is pitiful. The animals are commercial products treated with about as much care as a wooden spoon or a metal pot. If they die in the hot sun, so be it. That’s the luck of the draw.

I once witnessed an event on a crowded Bangkok street that for me epitomized the paradoxical nature of Thai people. We were stuck in traffic in a tuk-tuk, one of the pedicabs so prevalent as a mode of transportation. At last the traffic surged ahead when suddenly a motorcyclist in front of us was slammed by a taxicab, smashing him and his bike to the pavement. It looked bad. Everything stopped around us as the driver leapt out of the cab and came round to the still rider on the ground. He gently touched him, whereupon the cyclist slowly staggered to his feet and, laughing, grabbed the cabdriver in a tight embrace. They jumped up and down together and danced in the street, exuberant that he had escaped death. The luck of the draw.

Jubilation is not common to see; Thais hold their emotions close to their chest, as Buddha teaches. The social structure would be disrupted if anyone exhibited extreme emotion, even affection. The repression of that emotion, however, often leads to outbursts of violence and dependence on drugs and alcohol. Alan is a quiet respectful man who always seeks to know the culture in which he finds himself, but when he is consistently let down his anger erupts. The laissez-faire attitude of the Thais clashed with his Western impatience to get things done. On Dancing Woman Mountain a bridge was not repaired after Alan’s repeated requests and his truck fell through, injuring his hand. Alan was openly furious, a display of anger for which the Thai men never forgave him.

But it was the ingrained culture of killing, the almost schizophrenic attitude of Buddhist ethics juxtaposed with a cavalier insensitivity to wildlife, that was hardest to comprehend. Thailand passed the Wild Animal Preservation and Protection Act in 1960, putting nine species off-limits to all hunting and custody, including the Javan and Sumatran Rhinos, and native goral and serow, a kind of goat/antelope. The Rhinos were soon extinct in the wild, and the serow and goral barely hung on—despite the legislation, the hunting never stopped. In 1983, Thailand signed on to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) but continues to launder exotic and endangered species through its borders and into its shops, rivaling China in this lucrative illegal activity. By 2014, Thailand was importing Elephants from Burma to satisfy the tourist industry’s need for entertainment, and slaughtering Tigers and other wild cats to supply the Asian trade in body parts. During his time there, Alan began to comprehend that the poaching of wildlife in the forests was simply the underbelly of a vast network of corruption that went all the way to top government officials.

Dancing Woman Mountain was on fire, literally, when we arrived late in the afternoon at Alan’s cabin. It was not the roaring kind of fire you see on the news, where California’s mountain homes are being burned to the ground. This was a slow ground-level fire, which licked the trunks of the dipterocarp trees, a species tolerant of flame.

These fires were historically natural occurrences but are now man-made in many parts of Asia. They are set to promote new plant growth, expand communities, and keep areas clear. We wondered what happened to all the ground species in the fire’s path, and presumed that snakes, frogs, turtles, and other animals with nowhere to go simply perished. It was unsettling to see the fires just thirty feet from the house as we retired for the night, but we were told that there were fire breaks to keep it at
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