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(My assistant Ermias, three
rangers and I were on patrol on
Sankabar Ridge, where I had de-
cided to build a base camp for
a new national park. The area
was famous for its spectacular
scenery and for its unique flora
and fauna. The Walia ibex, in
particular, was the most south-
erly and rare of all the ibex and
the symbol of the Impenial Ethio-
pian Wildlife Department. It is
1967.)

b & B

I was awakened just before
dawn by ranger Mitiku calling
softly at the door of my tent.
Scrambling into my clothes, |
fumbled for my binoculars. At
the edge of the chff, Ermias and
the two other rangers sat watch-
ing and whispering. Mitiku
pointed.

The Walia were clear through
the binoculars: large, reddish-
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brown, goat-like animals. The
big males had massive, knurled,
back-sweeping horns. The fe-
males were daintier and their
horns quite small. The kids were
darker in color. The Walia moved
with ease on the cliff, running
lightly up the rock faces. They
browsed on the small ledges,
choosing plants carefully, chew-
ing slowly. We counted 11 ani-
mals scattered over one chiff face.
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not fill me with awe and wonder,
as other wild animals have done.
They are attractive enough, espe-
cially the big males, but they are
too close to goats to induce that
special sense of wonder. The fas-
cination of the Walia lay not in
themselves, but in the fact that
they lived and moved with such
easy grace on those terrible chiffs.
Those cliffs seemed more suitable
for soaring birds than for walk-
ing, hoofed animals.

My scalp tightened and tingled.
I knew this feeling from my child-
hood and from expeditions to the
arctic, but now I felt it more pow-
erfully. The Walia, the cliffs, the
birds, plants, streams and all the
living things here were part of
a unique pattern that must be
kept and nurtured — and per-
haps eventually understood.
Here was my mission.

After sunrise, we rode up from
Sankabar ridge over the erosion-
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scarred slopes of Geech village.
Dusty, dried-up gullies spread
like a disease over the hills. There
were red and blue-grey scabs of
bare volcanic rock and great
patches of sterile subsoil all over
the slopes. Not even thistles or
weeds grew on those patches.
Here and there a few small trees
remained, each tree holding a lit-
tle island of soil and grass in the
mesh of its roots. They were sad
little islands with sad, little, with-
ered flowers.

The people of Geech had tried
to grow barley in this place. They
had hacked down the heather for-
est and exposed the thin skin of
soil to the sun, wind and torren-
tial rains of the rainy season. As
we rode up, fine dust got in our
eyes. Geech, with its scattered ru-
kals, or round houses, was a place
of dire poverty. The mission of
conservation would not be a sim-

ple one. (cD)
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