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There are no words that can tell the hidden spirit of the wilderness, that can reveal its mystery, its melancholy, and its charm.

—Theodore Roosevelt African Game Trails, 1910







PROLOGUE THE LAST LARGE MAMMAL

Two brothers smoothed a map on the table in front of them. The land they were examining was colored in greens, browns, and grays. Running across the map, like the stripes of a tiger, were irregular white blotches. Each blank space represented the unknown, a section of the map still unplotted and unexplored. The squiggly dotted line of a river, UNKNOWN printed in small text, cut through the white. It was 1928 and the world was still a checkerboard of wonder, the continents imperfectly mapped.

Ted and Kermit Roosevelt, the two eldest sons of former president Theodore Roosevelt, were planning an adventure. Although they consulted maps from a diverse range of cartographers, including those drawn in China, the unexplored regions persisted. The vast Asian continent dappled with white spoke to them.

The world was full of explorers, all examining maps like the ones the Roosevelts possessed. There was a heady, optimistic feeling that persisted among them. No one could be certain which mountain was the tallest on earth nor which trench in the ocean the deepest. Every expedition held the possibility of making its members world-famous explorers.
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Ted and Kermit Roosevelt, 1926, courtesy of the Library of Congress.

The 1920s were a decade of discovery, as groups of scientists, adventurers, and hunters ventured forth into the wilderness to fill museum collections. They were successful: every large mammal on earth had been attained, and their bodies mounted in exhibits, except for one.

The Roosevelts desired this one animal so acutely that they could barely speak about it with each other, much less anyone else. “We did not let even our close friends know,” wrote Ted of their shared purpose. Some dreams sound too wild when spoken aloud. The animal the Roosevelt brothers coveted looked like no other species in the world. It was a black-and-white bear so rare that many people did not believe it was real. This legendary creature was called the giant panda. Rumors swirled about the mysterious animal. No one, not even naturalists who had worked in China all their lives, could say precisely where the creature lived, what it ate, or how it behaved.

Brown, black, and polar bears had never been in doubt among humans. Even polar bears, although living in the remote reaches of the Arctic, were well known, and had been kept in zoos for thousands of years. In Egypt, King Ptolemy II had a polar bear in his zoo in Alexandria as early as 285 BC. In 1252, a polar bear was part of the Tower of London’s extensive menagerie of beasts.

Yet the same could not be said of the panda bear. Even among those living in the Republic of China, spanning some 7.7 percent of the earth’s landmass, few had ever caught sight of the creature. Dozens of names were used to describe what might be a panda. In different dialects they called it “spotted bear,” “giant bear cat,” “white bear,” and “bamboo bear,” although no one could be sure that all these different names were referring to the same species. There were probable references to the giant panda in Chinese literature as early as the third century, although the descriptions were mythical, describing yellow-and-black creatures that munched on copper and iron. “While there are tantalizing stories implying that one Chinese emperor or another knew all about panda,” wrote one author, “there’s one great mystery. Why is there not a single rendition of this endearing beast in any of imperial China’s illustrated natural histories?”

For Westerners, only the pelt of the panda offered proof of its existence. While stationed in the remote mountains near Chengdu in 1869, a French missionary named Armand David hired a group of hunters and asked them to go into the wilderness to collect interesting specimens. One man returned with the lifeless body of a strange animal, small in size, seemingly a cub, but with a striking black-and-white coat unlike anything they’d ever seen before. David inspected the animal closely and then skinned it, shipping the unusual pelt all the way to Paris to be examined by experts.

David gave the peculiar beast the scientific name Ursus melanoleucus, translating to “black-and-white bear.” It wasn’t a name that would stick. Nothing about David’s finding was particularly scientific. The hide he’d sent might be stark in its coloration and completely different from any other specimen the museum in Paris possessed, but that did not mean scientists were ready to believe that this odd creature was real. A skin without a skeleton could be anything. Certainly, they did not intend to name a new species that, for all they knew, only a handful of Chinese hunters had ever seen alive. All they had was a vague description of a black-and-white bear and a small pelt of fur stored away in a museum.
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Nineteenth-century illustration of the giant panda by Alphonse Milne-Edwards.

To this point in time unnamed, the elusive creature became known as the panda, yet even this label remains mysterious. It arose sometime around 1870, supposedly of French origin, although this has been debated. Some researchers trace its roots to the Nepali words for the red panda, nigalya ponya. While unrelated biologically, the red panda was well known in Southeast Asia, and first described by Westerners in 1825.

In 1916, a party of German explorers was traveling in China and Tibet. They sought the legendary black-and-white bear, but no matter how hard they looked, they could find no evidence of the creature. In the small village of Lianghoku, their leader, the German scientist Walther Stozner, asked a group of local hunters to bring them pandas, dead or alive. According to the explorers’ written account, the hunters returned with several dead pandas, along with one very young panda cub. The Germans tried to feed the infant milk, then a flour slurry, and finally sought out a human wet nurse, but their efforts all failed. A few days later, in the hands of the first Westerner to glimpse a live panda, it died. No specimens were brought home, however, so the skepticism continued.

Then, in 1919, a missionary named Joseph Milner made an unusual donation to the American Museum of Natural History in New York City. “A giant panda,” read the announcement in the museum journal Natural History, “from eastern Tibet, one of the rarest of animals.… The striking black and white coat, short muzzle, and curious black patches about the eyes gives it a very extraordinary appearance. Almost nothing is known of the animal’s habits.” Milner—simply a buyer in this case—himself had nothing else to contribute about the artifact, but even the skin of the panda was enough to excite scientists. Here was tangible evidence that this animal existed.

Expeditions were immediately launched to find the panda. Everyone knew that whoever got the panda first would enjoy immediate fame, both in scientific circles and in the press, so the number of expeditions venturing to China skyrocketed. But even the most experienced explorers came home empty-handed. As the years went by, cynicism grew, leaving many to suspect that the creature was not real at all, merely a black-and-white phantom sent to confuse and plague its seekers.

Ten years passed and the legend of the mythical panda continued to grow. Documenting the animal appeared hopeless to most explorers. The objective was not simply to shoot the bear, although even that would be welcome at this point, but to return with a detailed description of its habitat and diet so that the animal could be unveiled to the public, its existence proven beyond a doubt. Ted and Kermit, experienced in hunting but novices in science, seemed highly unlikely to stun the world with their findings.

The American Museum of Natural History was well known for sending adventurers out into the unknown. Ted and Kermit’s connections with the museum ran deep: their grandfather was a cofounder of the institution and their famous father, Theodore Roosevelt, had helped fill its halls with lions, tigers, elephants, and bears. Even Kermit had contributed. In 1909, as a college student, he had accompanied his father on an expedition to Africa. The elephant calf he shot on that trip stood in the center of the Hall of African Mammals, surrounded by seven adults, all poised as if mid-stampede.

Although the calf weighed over two hundred pounds while alive, he looked small compared to the members of his family. While the grown elephants often scared visiting children, with their massive bodies, sharp tusks, and raised trunks, the calf always drew a crowd of young admirers, some of whom would look into the elephant’s glass eyes and dream of becoming explorers and scientists themselves one day.

When Kermit looked at the animal, he was transported back to that moment in time, when he was just nineteen years old and desperate to gain his father’s praise. His father had explained to him that this was not a mere hunting trip but a scientific expedition. “I can be condemned,” the former president argued, “only if the existence of the National Museum, the American Museum of Natural History, and all similar zoological institutions are to be condemned.”

The idea of killing animals in the name of conservation might now seem bizarre and even cruel, but Roosevelt’s philosophy was not unusual. Naturalists of the era purposely killed endangered species, preferably an entire family of them, in the name of science. Even Charles Darwin, the father of evolutionary biology, was a skilled hunter who used his assortment of rifles to collect specimens. In Uruguay in 1833, the famed naturalist shot several species of deer that would, in later years, become endangered.

For those hunting animals on the brink of extinction, the rationale was clear: if a species was doomed, there was no point in protecting the last few remaining individuals. Nature had made her choice. Instead, scientists should learn as much about the species as possible. This sadly meant killing the animal to study it scientifically. While today human intervention can protect some, although not all, endangered species, it is only successful because of the foundational work scientists have performed over the centuries. Without understanding the basic biology of the species, scientists would not have the means to save them.

The American Museum of Natural History agreed, writing, “Should some interesting mammal disappear from the face of the Earth before such a permanent, concrete record of it could be prepared and stored up for posterity, museums would have indeed been derelict in their duty.” What they didn’t mention, of course, was that a museum fills its halls and pays its bills not with complex scientific names but with people clamoring for strange and exotic beasts.

By the 1920s, the museum in New York City had funded expeditions to every continent, and its halls were filled with a diverse range of specimens. Most of its specimens, however, would be hidden from the public—roughly 90 percent of museum collections remain in storage. Yet surveys could enrich the scientific community, adding to the field’s knowledge of biodiversity, evolution, and conservation. Descriptive field journals would offer explanations of the species explorers encountered, but physical specimens were more valuable, offering proof of their discoveries and baseline raw morphological data (such as the curve of the mandible and the length of the spine) to demonstrate evolutionary change. These collections would become vital to the future of conservation biology.

Although the Roosevelt name could be found throughout the halls of the New York museum, the venerable institution wasn’t sponsoring Ted and Kermit’s expedition. Neither brother had proven himself as a scientist or explorer. Instead, Chicago’s Field Museum was taking a chance on the Roosevelts. The expedition would be funded by Illinois businessman William Vallandigham Kelley. Museums depended on wealthy donors, whose money bought them halls and exhibits bearing their names, even though they never walked a step of a trail themselves.

The wealthiest Americans, the Rockefellers, Carnegies, Astors, Whitneys, and Vanderbilts, were swimming in money in the 1920s. Stocks had quadrupled in value, to peaks never seen before, and the market seemed destined to go up, up, up. Philanthropists were eager to fund expeditions likely to result in popular exhibits, where their name would be touted by the press and admired on brass plates.

During America’s Gilded Age, these prominent families had amassed an unimaginable level of wealth. The richest man in the world, John D. Rockefeller, was worth some $400 billion in today’s money. Similarly, J. P. Morgan had so much cash that he was called upon, not once but twice, to bail out the federal government. It would take a century, not until today’s era of tech billionaires, before the country would once again see such wealth concentrated among such a small number of Americans. Wealth inequality today is peaking, with the proportion of assets now held by the top 0.1 percent of the population identical to that of the Roaring Twenties.

“Neither Kermit nor I can afford this on our own,” Ted admitted as they plotted their course. The brothers’ fortunes were not as plentiful as many supposed. Their father, Theodore Roosevelt, had inherited $60,000 from his father in 1878. Less than a decade later, Roosevelt lost most of his fortune in a risky cattle ranching investment out west. By the time of his death in 1919, his wealth was concentrated in the eighty acres he owned on Long Island. He’d been slowly selling off chunks of the property to raise funds. The land and most of his fortune were left to his wife, Edith, while his five children split a trust fund of $60,000, worth $1.5 million today. Ted and Kermit inherited $12,000 each, a massive sum at the time, but not quite enough to make them independently wealthy. However, they did have some experience in the field, and not only alongside their father’s larger-than-life persona.

In 1925, the Field Museum had funded the brothers’ expedition to Central Asia. At a time when Percy Fawcett was disappearing into the Amazon and Roald Amundsen was leading the first air expedition to the North Pole, the wanderings of President Roosevelt’s eldest sons in India and Pakistan in search of an elusive sheep had not caught the imagination or attention of the press. Instead, it was scientists who took notice.

It wasn’t just a sheep that the Roosevelt brothers had found, but a legendary bighorn. Called Ovis poli (or Ovis ammon polii), it had been described by Marco Polo in 1256. This was the first time the animal was displayed in an American museum. When the Field Museum first received the pelt, skull, and precise measurements of the Ovis poli, the scientists were in shock. It had been so long since anyone had seen the sheep that the species was thought to be extinct. However, it wasn’t long before Ovis poli began drawing attention in other circles. The animal’s dramatic spiraling horns, unique to the species, were just the thing to tempt hunters. The brothers had no idea that their actions would lead to the sheep being hunted to near oblivion.

Now the Roosevelt brothers were after the last large mammal unknown to science, and they believed that if they were willing to push farther, deep into the Himalayas, the ultimate prize would await them. “Central Asia… is the mecca of our desires,” wrote Ted. However, as with the Ovis poli, the unintended consequences of their journey were not yet clear. What was certain was that no one would emerge from the wilderness unchanged, and one of them wouldn’t return home at all.

Once on the ship, the first leg of the journey underway, Kermit felt a familiar feeling of trepidation fill his gut. “It’s a warning,” he wrote, “that something unexpected is about to happen.”






CHAPTER 1 THE HAPPY VALLEY

A trail once traced an ancient path across the largest continent on earth. It started on the coast of the Indian Ocean, before edging into the damp rainforests of Myanmar. It followed a fast-flowing river, its banks teeming with life, then rose high on a ridge so narrow that a mule’s hooves inevitably slipped in the dust, kicking the air perilously above a two-thousand-foot precipice.

Not all the explorers along the trail were human. A small seed caught in the crack of a tree. Its roots wrapped around the trunk and then began to stretch across the forest, its reach infinite. It was a banyan tree, and its aerial root system followed the trail as if it too knew the way.

The trail crossed China and Tibet. Humid forests gave way to vast, windblown savannahs, desolate and forbidding. The gusts that rushed down the trail cried to its travelers to turn back, as the danger was increasing. The peaks of the Himalayas rose above the plains, the snow, ice, and wind a permanent, deadly fixture no matter the season. There was no tent strong enough to withstand the mountain squalls and no fire hot enough to warm the explorers’ hands and feet. Instead, the cold closed in, stealing away consciousness at the roof of the world.

There were animals and plants in these wilds that no other human being had ever documented. Birds appeared that looked as if sculpted from silver, every feather lying perfectly in place. Strange aquatic creatures, taller than a human from end to end, splashed in muddy pools. Monkeys with long, golden tufts of fur and bright-blue faces hung from the trees. Yet the most surprising animal of all lay deep within the heart of the trail, inside a hidden kingdom whose entrance required months of hard trekking.

No living person can now tread the Roosevelts’ path. The trail they walked has been wiped clear, its roads paved, and many of its forests decimated. The people who once found sanctuary in its walls of green are long gone, along with many of the species they encountered along the way. Still, in the quiet of the wilderness their legacy remains, a murmur in a preserved bamboo forest.



THE SOUND OF THE FOREST at night is different from the serene hum of daytime. The darkness heightens the senses so that the shrill call of an owl or the chirp of the cricket is amplified. Every growl from the brush echoes with ominous undertones. Every rustle of the leaves has the potential to shake the confidence of even a skilled explorer. The expedition had just begun, only a single day spent on the trail, but already the group was groping in the darkness. A scientist, one of their own, had vanished.

Tai Jack Young looked down the darkening trail and felt a spurt of fear. Herbert Stevens, an English naturalist, had stepped off the trail six hours ago, and never returned. The Chinese wilderness, usually teeming with life, had gone quiet around him. There was no telling where Herbert might be, or even if he was still alive.

They were hiking from Burma into China on a path known as “the back door,” so named because of its remote and rugged entry point into China. There was no border guard to greet them and no sign to mark the way. Instead, the trail merely narrowed slightly. The explorers would not even have known that they had entered China had Jack not told them.

Tai Jack Young went by “Jack” for the convenience of English speakers. His last name had already been changed, from Yang to Young, by his grandfather, Young Tak Cho, who felt the name rolled off the tongue of Americans better, closer to the true Chinese pronunciation. He was just nineteen years old and devastatingly handsome, tall with thick hair that he liked to comb back from his face into a pompadour. He loved wearing crisp shirts under modern, three-piece suits. Now, however, his hair was disheveled and his clothes dirty.

He’d been hired as the expedition’s interpreter and guide. Jack was the youngster of the group, although in many ways more experienced than his employers. He knew China thoroughly, thanks to his upbringing in a small village outside of Hong Kong and his travels as a child. His father had been born in San Francisco in the United States, his mother in Guangdong, a coastal province in Southern China, but he was from neither country. His birthplace was Kona in Hawaii, an island territory positioned between both nations, reflecting his own fractured identity.

Now Jack was on the trail and eager to prove himself. He admired Kermit Roosevelt’s relaxed attitude in the woods. In New York City, Jack had been lured by the brothers’ prestige and famous name. Here in the wilderness, the younger brother had a different draw. Kermit was comfortable in his skin, more fully himself while trotting the dirt trails than he had been on the concrete sidewalks. Kermit was a man who had traveled across the world, from Africa to South America to Asia, and Jack, just on the verge of manhood, couldn’t help but be awed by his accomplishments. What he hadn’t yet glimpsed were Kermit’s weaknesses.

Jack had met Kermit earlier that year—1928—when New York City was abuzz with news that the two eldest sons of former president Theodore Roosevelt were undertaking a new expedition. As soon as the trip was announced, men and women of all ages, including an entire Boy Scout troop, began writing letters to Ted and Kermit asking to join:

“I am eighteen. I have always wanted to see the world and this is my opportunity.”

“Well, Colonel, when do we start?”

“I would like to go with you on one of your expeditions, and I saw in the papers that you are going on another one.… I am 11 years old and my chief occupation is going to school gee its awful.”

Instead of applying directly to the two Roosevelt sons, Ted and Kermit, Jack had approached the Chinese embassy, where he worked part-time, and explained the situation to his boss. He was a journalism student at New York University and had no connections, but he did have one skill they needed. He was adept at languages and knew multiple Chinese dialects—and, what’s more, had traveled through Southwest China as a child with his father. He was young and had never served as a guide on an expedition or as a scientist on a field mission, but he knew if someone like the Roosevelts gave him the opportunity, he could prove himself.

“He was a slight, nice-looking boy,” Ted wrote, after they decided to hire Jack. They immediately sent him to the Field Museum in Chicago so that he could begin an “intensive course” in the scientific techniques of specimen collection. The curator, however, was skeptical. “Doubt if Chinaman can be trained in two weeks to be of value to the expedition,” he wired to the Roosevelts.

Jack felt the weight of expectations as night approached. The group was on the verge of descending into panic. “We have only an hour until it’s dark,” Kermit explained to his brother, Jack, and Suydam Cutting, another naturalist on the expedition. “We’ll have to split up into search parties around the site where Herbert left the trail. Be back at camp by nightfall. We can’t risk losing more of us out here in the dark.” They agreed, and Ted and Suydam veered to the left while Kermit and Jack took the right. It was a strange, reckless sensation to lift one’s boot off the safety of the dirt trail and plunge it into the green of lush vegetation, but they had no choice. They had to find Herbert.
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From left to right, Suydam Cutting, Theodore Roosevelt Jr., and George Cherrie having breakfast on the hunt for Ovis poli, 1925. Courtesy Field Museum, CSZ51815.

Jack didn’t know Herbert well; they’d only met a few weeks earlier. Herbert Stevens was a biologist originally from the University of Cambridge who now lived in India. As a scientist, Herbert was invaluable. He was an expert in zoology and botany, able to identify a wide range of species, from birds to insects to trees. However, his reputation was lacking within the scientific community. The Royal Geographical Society had rejected him as a fellow, stating his lack of fieldwork and publications. Jack suspected the real reason was that he preferred to live abroad, rather than moving within London’s social circles. Similar to Jack’s motivations, this expedition gave Herbert an opportunity to prove that the revered geographical society was wrong about him.

While Kermit called out Herbert’s name, Jack looked back toward the trail. He couldn’t spot its flat contours, and for a moment he felt a surge of panic. The prospect of failure—becoming lost during this trip, or losing a member of the party—had not crossed Jack’s mind until now. These were the Roosevelts. They bore an air of invulnerability that had carried the entire group forward into this treacherous environment. Even Jack, one of the few who understood what he was getting into, had been blinded by the brothers’ glamour. With his gun slung over his shoulder, Kermit held a compass pressed tightly in his fist. Although the light was fading, Kermit was doing his best to keep track of their position on the map.

They soon came upon a mossy green embankment and Jack could feel his boots slip dangerously in the loose dirt as they hiked down. The trees were so dense in this part of the forest that they first heard water before they spotted it. It started as a low rushing growl and then grew progressively louder, eventually filling Jack’s ears as they approached.

“This isn’t the Taping River,” Kermit yelled over the noise of the water. “It must be a tributary.” Jack wasn’t sure—the stream seemed wide enough to be a river—but he nodded in agreement. Water lapped against the banks and swirled around the rocky streambed. The trees had thinned along this section of the forest, and the open sky above the water was like a funnel for the last gasps of daylight. Kermit and Jack scanned the water hastily, but it was Jack’s young eyes that spotted it, a small raft, just a speck of black on the edge of the blue water.

Kermit called out again, this time as loud as he could, but he was too far for the sound to carry over the rush of the water. “Let’s chase it!” he yelled.

They ran down the streambank. It wasn’t as easy as it seemed. Even though the path wasn’t crowded like the jungle’s interior, there were still tree roots rising from the mud to trip them and thick, chest-high brush that ripped at their clothing to slow them down. Kermit yelled again, and this time, the men on the raft looked up.

Jack felt some trepidation about calling out to the strangers; after all, they had no idea who they were, and here in this remote jungle, it could be just about anyone. When he was twelve, he’d traveled through this region with his father. That trip had taught Jack—unlike the Roosevelts, who moved through the world with blind self-confidence—the dangers that lurked in the unknown. Jack and his father had been robbed in a remote area like this one, and while fortunately unhurt, he’d learned to be wary.

As Jack assessed the situation, he saw there were two men aboard, both standing upright. One of the men held a long bamboo pole in his hands and was using it to steady the raft near the shore. Their figures were indistinct in the dusk. The sky had gone a deep indigo, which reflected in the water and cast a blue glow across everyone in its path.

“Herbert!” Kermit screamed as he and Jack finally approached close enough to distinguish faces. They had finally found their wayward scientist—but who was this mysterious man with him?

“Climb aboard,” Herbert told them, and to Jack’s surprise, Kermit did. It was a strange follow-up to a rescue, but Jack had no choice but to hop onto the wobbly bamboo raft as best he could. It was crowded with all four of them. As Kermit began chatting with Herbert, Jack introduced himself to the man holding the long pole.

“My name is Saw Bwa Fang Tao,” the man said, bowing his head in greeting. Jack returned the custom and then looked at him curiously. The Shan people, like the Chinese, list their surnames first. Jack scanned his memory, certain he had heard the name Saw Bwa before. Then it came to him. Two nights prior he had heard it mentioned around a campfire. This was no mere fisherman they had come across—it was the brother of Saw Bwa Fang Yu-chi, the ruler of the Shan state.

Fang explained that he had crossed paths with Herbert in the woods and immediately sensed that the scientist was lost and in need of help. He had decided to take Herbert to the closest town in hopes of reuniting him with his party. Now he could take all three of them upstream. Jack couldn’t help but shake his head at Herbert’s good fortune. Thanks to Fang’s care, Herbert would still have made his way back to camp even if they hadn’t found him.

Jack took up another long bamboo pole that was strapped to the raft and helped navigate as they moved on the water. He was happy that they wouldn’t have to scramble back up the steep gorge, but soon his misgivings about climbing onto the raft proved prescient. Just three hundred yards upstream, the water became so shallow that they had to take to the shore, dragging the raft with them. Once on the water again, the topography of the stream tricked them, and they fell over a rocky drop, upturning the raft and drenching the group in muddy, cold water. They had no choice but to flip the raft over, grab the poles, and try again. Now that the panic of finding Herbert was over, exhaustion set in. The physical toil of pulling the raft became excruciating.

The dark didn’t help. Night had fallen and the sky was inky black overhead. The clouds had moved to obscure the stars, and the moon drifting between them cast a frosty December glow. Jack and Fang navigated the raft toward the shallows where the town of Kanai met the water. Jack was the first to get off, because someone had to get their feet wet, and he pulled the raft close to shore. He didn’t mind the water seeping into his boots, since he was already thoroughly wet and muddy at this point. As he pulled, he noticed that Kermit and Fang were engaged in conversation. Fang was bowing his head slightly and pointing to the far shore.

“He’s inviting us to breakfast tomorrow morning,” Kermit explained as he stepped off the raft, “and I’ve told him we’d be honored to accept.”

“Do you know where we’re staying?” Jack asked.

“Everyone knows,” Fang replied amid being pulled away by the stream.

Jack woke up early the next morning, expecting to be one of the first out of bed, and was surprised to see Ted and Kermit packing up already. “We barely slept,” they explained as they shook out their bedrolls, “it was so loud.” Jack had slept outside in one of the tents and couldn’t imagine what noise the two men would find to bother them inside the small country inn. He had considered them fortunate to have beds to sleep on, while the rest of the party had dozed in tents on the hard ground. When he peeked into their room, however, he immediately understood. Two chickens had sneaked into their quarters and were now perched atop the beds, squawking loudly as if annoyed to find their room occupied by intruders. Jack laughed at the sight, which prompted a sharp look from Ted, who didn’t find the circumstances amusing.

Lack of sleep made the Roosevelt brothers grumpy, and Jack listened patiently as they complained about the delay to their plans by the necessity of having breakfast with Fang.

“If it wasn’t for him, who knows where Herbert would be,” Suydam reminded them, and Ted and Kermit nodded grudgingly as they continued packing.

Suydam Cutting was about their age, thirty-nine, and tall, over six feet, with dark wavy hair and an irresistible smile. Although relatively inexperienced as a scientist, he radiated confidence. It was impossible not to listen to him.

“Yes, yes, but let’s get it done early,” Kermit said as he stuffed his possessions in his rucksack. Then he turned to Jack and told him the plan for the day. Jack was the one who would then explain to the local guides who accompanied them that their party would be divided; the guides should go ahead without them, and Ted, Kermit, Herbert, Suydam, and Jack himself would catch up with them by the end of the day.

The past three years had taught Suydam that he cared little for taking the lead. His ego was not fragile; he never demanded credit or desired fame. Instead, his pleasure came from the immediacy of travel and adventure. “He is a man of undaunted courage,” noted Ted.

[image: A black-and-white portrait of Suydam Cutting dressed in a suit and tie.]
Suydam Cutting. Courtesy Smithsonian Institution Archives. Image SIA2008-0775.

Suydam had been born Charles Suydam Cutting on an icy winter day, January 17, 1889, in New York City. He entered this world in a large, sprawling penthouse on Manhattan’s Upper East Side that overlooked Central Park. While the Roosevelt brothers ran wild in the forest that bordered their home, Suydam knew only the tame green paths of a park crowded with people.

Early on, it seemed unlikely that Suydam would ever be tempted by the wild parts of the globe. He stayed within the paved lanes expected of him, graduating with a degree in engineering from Harvard University in 1912 before starting work in sales. A stint in the United States Army during World War I brought him briefly overseas, but he soon returned to society life in New York City. Then, in 1925, he bumped into his friend Kermit Roosevelt traveling on a train from Boston to New York.

As soon as Kermit spotted Suydam, he strode to his row and plopped down beside him. “By the way,” Kermit said casually, as if the pair were already in the middle of a conversation, “we have an expedition planned.” Suydam politely smiled, greeted his friend, and then asked the requisite questions: “Where to?” and “Who’s going?”

It was nothing but a pleasant chat between two friends until Kermit began describing the Vale of Kashmir, a valley formed from the foothills of the Himalayas in Central Asia. He told of villages that few Americans had ever seen, treks through thick jungles, and climbs up dusty mountain passes that would conceal strange and exotic animals, including the rare blue sheep. It reminded Suydam of Marco Polo’s romanticized tales of travels in the region in the thirteenth century. Then, out of nowhere, Kermit invited Suydam to join them. They would set sail in two short months.

The offer was impetuous and Suydam was hardly qualified. He was no scientist, nor was he a big game hunter or even an experienced traveler. There was no earthly reason for Kermit to invite him. And there was certainly no motive for Suydam to accept. He had a steady, if dull job, but with a riotous social life in a city he adored. Yet despite all the reasons he should tell Kermit no, Suydam blurted out an enthusiastic “Yes!” His eagerness shocked even himself. For the next three years he kept saying yes, tagging along on all sorts of expeditions with a range of different naturalists, from Chinese Turkestan to Assam to Ethiopia.

There was something about the Roosevelt brothers and their expeditions that drew people to them. “They were everything to me,” Jack would later say. Every wish he had for his future was intertwined in Ted and Kermit’s larger-than-life personas. Yet he did not yet realize how fragile the brothers truly were. At thirty-nine years old, Kermit seemed self-assured in the woods but was timid in nearly every other aspect of his life. He wasn’t a politician like his father, nor a prosperous businessman like his brother Ted. Even his marriage was faltering. Only in the forest did he feel like himself.

Ted, although Jack saw him as the confident elder brother, was secretly miserable. He was forty-one years old and for the past seven years had pursued a career in politics and failed. Where his father had a wild exuberance and a rugged, cowboy persona, Ted was different. Although also a war hero, having volunteered among the first soldiers to go to the Western Front and fought in major battles during WWI, he was not nearly as boisterous or loud, even when he tried out the family’s trademark shout “Bully!” while campaigning.

While working as the assistant secretary of the navy, Ted had leased oil fields on public lands to private corporations. These leases, made without competitive bidding and found to involve bribery, are now better known as the Teapot Dome scandal, after the Wyoming oil field of their extraction. One of the contracts in question would end up in the hands of Ted’s younger brother Archie, vice president of the Union Petroleum Company, a subsidiary of the company that had won one of the oil contracts. Through Ted was personally found innocent of corruption in the matter, he was “politically obliterated,” in the words of his wife, Eleanor.

The Chinese wilderness was camouflaging the two Roosevelt brothers, and Jack saw them only as twin suns, brilliant and bright.



THE EARLY MORNING LIGHT WAS throwing mist around the surrounding hillsides as Ted, Kermit, Suydam, Herbert, and Jack left the inn. Fang was waiting for them in the street, and he greeted them with a booming “Hello!” that made the travelers smile. He was the kind of man who was impossible not to like, gracious, friendly, and endlessly chatty. As they walked through the town, he spoke of the area’s history, giving an abbreviated tour of Kanai as they strolled. Unlike with Jack, to whom he’d given his name freely, he’d introduced himself to the others as Philip Tao, his English name. He didn’t trust their tongues to pronounce his name properly.

“Market square,” he explained, as they passed a dusty courtyard, mud-packed walls lining its boundaries, and empty except for a few wooden animal stalls.

“How do the goods travel here?” Kermit asked. It was a reasonable question. The trail they had hiked on was narrow and treacherous and the stream they had poled last night was far too shallow to accommodate a large boat. It was hard to imagine how farmers got their wares to the stalls.

“Backs or mules,” Fang explained. He then asked the Roosevelts how the dirt roads could best be widened for automobiles. He told them that he was thinking of bringing a car to the area in pieces, hauling it by mules over the mountains and then assembling it right here in Kanai. It was obvious he had put extensive thought into plans for the town and had a keen eye for improvement.

“Is your brother thinking of improving the roads?” Kermit asked, but Fang shook his head sadly. There was obviously more to the story but no one wanted to press for details.

The travelers followed Fang across the water, hopping from rock to rock across the stream they had floated on last night. It seemed shallower in the morning light and less treacherous than it had the night before. On the other side, a hillside rose green and lush before them, and they walked up a small path to a house that was built atop it.

Kermit began to admire the gardens. They were terraced up the hillside and filled with plants and flowers he’d never seen before. There was so much beauty contained within them that Herbert began to linger, oblivious to the others, and Ted had to physically tug on his arm every so often to keep the scientist apace with them.

Fang didn’t mind. He was proud of his gardens and loved to show them off. There were acres of fruit trees and tiny lakes that dotted the green landscape like drops of morning dew. Fang pointed to the closest of the small lakes, where a tiny island glimmered in the morning light. “That’s where we’ll have breakfast,” he explained.

The group toured the house, far larger than any other in town, with two stories and a spacious floor plan. They asked about his family, and Fang spoke of his three brothers: one was young and did not speak English, another was twenty and living in Japan, and the third was the eldest and the hereditary ruler of the region. “Is he here? Will we meet him?” Ted asked. Fang shook his head. The silence lingered uncomfortably.

The group walked down the hillside and climbed aboard a bamboo raft. Kermit laughed, remembering how muddy they had been the night before, and they poled over to the island, this time without mishap. A small rustic house sat there, with a roof and no walls, but it was comfortable and had thick cushions on the floor with a view out over the lake and the rice paddies beyond. Intrigued by the birds on the water, Herbert asked about them as he watched ducks and geese fly overhead in a tight V before circling down toward the water.

The Roosevelts began talking about their expedition, the animals they hoped to find, and the exhibits they wanted to bring to the Field Museum in Chicago. As they spoke of the grandeur of the museum and the many animals from around the world it already contained, Jack was watching the Roosevelt brothers curiously. It was clear from their manner that Ted and Kermit thought they were impressing Fang. Instead, their host found them foolish and wasn’t afraid to say so. “Why spend so much money,” the brother of the ruler asked, “only to get very tired?”

Breakfast was delivered to the island. The men sat around a charcoal fire on top of which was placed an earthenware pot. Meat and vegetables bubbled inside, and the explorers were encouraged to add greens and condiments that sat in jars in front of them.

Kermit, Ted, Jack, and Suydam dove into the food, but Herbert couldn’t seem to get a bite in. He had little experience using chopsticks, so the utensils slipped through his fingers
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