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	Conservationist Michael Fay walks the Congo Trek trail. 
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West meets East over Ansel the Elephant 
Journal Entry #76
Over the years my meetings with Iain Douglas-Hamilton have always been short, intense, and—when I think about it—usually death-defying. 

Life has been fast enough in the past few weeks. I had arrived on the Atlantic coast on the 18th of December in about the only place left on the continent where elephants, hippos, gorillas, and tons of other wildlife pour out on the beach. This little place is called Petit Louango in the country of Gabon and was the terminus of my 3000-kilometer [1,800-mile], 15-month walk across the forests of central Africa. 

After a quick visit to the U.S. I found myself high above the Rift Valley dive-bombing into Naivasha with Iain at the controls of his 185. We circled tight over a pod of hippos in the lake and the carcass of an unfortunate member of this group who become hippo chops. Landing included a rebound of about 10 meters [33 feet], but there I was again, visiting with Oria and, this time, Iain’s mother at their little piece of Kenya. No sooner had we downed a lunch of wonderful red beet soup and fresh ravioli than we were airborne again, bound for Samburu to take a look at Iain’s elephants. We have been using GPS collars provided by Save The Elephants in northern Congo for a few years. So I could use this as an excuse to run around with Iain for a few days to add to my Kenya experience (which only ever amounts to dribs and drabs over the past decade or so, all due to the good graces of Iain). 

Iain put me right to work spotting elephants from the air, preparing collars, and today as stand in media-man for the first collaring exercise of the new year. There was the usual frenzy of preparations in the morning: collars and batteries to be checked, software to decipher, M99 and target practice. I am always impressed by the teams Iain puts together. This one was a mixed bag of aspiring European researchers, an ex-KWS [Kenyan Widlife Service] veterinarian, Samburu assistants who know some 850 elephants, slews of game guards with AKs and G3s, and bums like me. 

It was a military operation: land, sea, and air all communicating with our Motorolas and finding our way with on-board GPS. Iain spotted Ansel from the plane about eight kilometers [5 miles] down the Wasongiro River. We set off on the north side of the river with two trucks and the dart gun. Once on the ground, Iain and his team went along the south bank to assist if old Ansel decided to take a swim on drugs. We approached slowly and pretended like it was just like any other day of note-taking. Ansel probably only had faint memories of last February when he was last darted by the same team of folks. Iain slipped right up close and wham—a perfect shot to Ansel’s left hind quarter. We could see the bright day-glow orange plumes hanging there. Ansel bolted about 20 meters [66 feet] then kind of smelled his old collar like he drew some association between this sudden pain and this thing hanging from his neck. He advanced, then got a glimpse of the dart back there, and ran—obviously now disturbed. 

Turns out old Ansel, even though he showed no signs of musth, had been mounting a female when he was spotted from the air. The dart in his butt only seemed he heighten his arousal. There were other young males around waiting for a shot at this lady. So Ansel was trying to stay close. (Apparently when you run around, the adrenalin keeps the M99 from setting in right away.) Ansel was going to try and stay with his girl as long as he could. Finally, after about 20 minutes, we could see him start to sway and kind of back up. Iain called the fall from the opposite side of the river. He was down. 

Being the media-man for the day, I was now riding 60 kilometers an hour [37 miles an hour] over the floodplain up top of this giant bucking bronco. My knees took a beating as did Iain’s camera, but we arrived at old Ansel snoring away as if he was taking a mid day siesta. The team jumped to action. Iain was crossing the river. (We had seen them feeding 17 giant Nile crocodiles only a few kilometers upstream the night before, but Iain show up with his bare feet.) I felt like I was at the pit stop of the Ferrari team in Monte Carlo. Before I could get the camera in place the old collar was removed, there was a thermometer up Ansel’s bum, hair samples were taken, his neck girth measured, and the new collar fitted. The antedote was injected, and, under watch of his fair ladies, Ansel quickly made it to his feet and was off much faster than me in the morning before I’ve had my coffee. The females didn’t come close. They didn’t try to defend him. They were just watching, seemingly fascinated. 

As we left, the parade started again: The band of males was off chasing the lass. We headed off, not to camp but back to the plane. Iain still wanted to find another elephant. After all, we still had an hour of light. We climbed to 10,000 feet [3,048 meters] and headed about 70 kilometers [43 miles] upstream this time and found Winston, the [elephant] we hadn’t located the day before. He was also in a group of females and young (like Ansel) and deep in a canyon. I thought how amazing this work was. Only a few years ago, before Iain started this work, people really had little idea how far all these guys were going. It is obvious that they really do occupy a huge range—elephants with little chance of survival if they were ever confined to the Samburu Reserve. On the way back, Iain flew at about 20 feet [6 meters] off the river—sometimes more or less with wings vertical. Guess he just had to get death-defying into this latest visit. 

After seeing this beautiful country again and inevitably wondering out loud with Iain about a long walk in this part of the world, I thought, “Why not the Red Sea to the coast of Mozambique?” 

—Michael Fay, Wildlife Conservation Society
Questions
1. What is the approximate location on the Trek map?

2. Describe what the terrain is like:

3. Describe the animal and plant life that the team encounters:

4. What are the human impacts that Fay notices? What are his comments on these?

5. What were Fay’s comments about the lack of human impact in the area?

6. Are there any conservation successes in the area?

