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Taming the Lionfish 
Smoked or fileted, 
fried or even raw, the 
exotic, venomous fish 
is increasingly landing 
on menus and in stores 
as Floridians take an 
"eat 'em to beat 'em" 
approach to combating 
the voracious invader 
by Jeff MacGregor 

42 
The Defiant Ones 
As girls and young 
women half a century 
ago, these bold pioneers 
endured harassment 
and abuse to integrate 
America's schools. 
Today they continue 

... to blaze the way 
photographs 
by Lola Flash 
text by Amy Crawford 

After a search by art sleuths on two continents, a German 
research foundation believes it has finally tracked down a 
fountain that vanished before World War II (detail above). 
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A Movable Beast 
To save dozens of rhinos 
in South Africa from 
poachers, gun-
toting conservationists 
set out to relocate them 
to a safer place. But 
transporting 5,000-
pound behemoths to a 
vast swamp 800 miles 
away is no small feat 
by Todd Pitock 

62 
~ The Lost Maidens 
of Berlin 
A precious bronze 
sculpture of nymphs 
sits in the garden of 
a luxury hotel in 
Germany. Is it a 
missing masterpiece 
stolen by the Nazis 
in the 1930s? 
by Matthew Shaer 
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Relocating 5,000-pouud rltinos is dangerous work. 
But the race is on to save the species. Ride along with 

ctn armed coJtvq_y deep into the Okavango Delta 

by TODD PITOCK -photographs by JASON FLORIO 



> 
Manie Van 

Niekerk on his 
farm: "Ev

ery time t he 
cellphone rings, 

you're worry
ing something 

happened, espe
cially when the 

moon is fu ll." 

s THE SUN DRIFTED down on 
the rolling hills of South Africa's Free State province, Manie 

~ -
Van Niekerk wore a moi1riliu·hlook. The 52-year-old farmer 
and rancher, whose sho-~di{lff.'is~cfirk-on top and gray on the 
sides, has a sturdy, ~olid?frime fqtfiied by decades of physi
cal work. He looks lik~iiman who :is hard to shake. And yet, 
talking about his 32 rhi.r;oceroses, which at that moment he 
was preparing to give away, he was visibly moved. "You fall in 
love with the rhino," he told me. "You get a lot of joy looking at 
them. They are dinosaurs. You can look at them and imagine 
the world before. People think they're clumsy, but they're ac
tually very graceful. Like ballerinas." 

He makes his living growing maize and potatoes on his 
family's 57,000-acre farm, but he'd always loved game, and in 
2009 acquired an additional 12,300 acres to collect African an
telopes-sable, kudu and eland. In 2013, he added rhinos. By 
then, the poachers' war on the rhino was in full fury, topping 
1,000 animal deaths a year for the first time. The thieves were 
hunting mostly in Kruger National Park and the areas around 
South Africa's eastern border with Mozambique. But as an
ti-poaching measures there improved and the price 
of rhino horn kept soaring, to tens of thousands of 
dollars a kilogram, the poachers began expanding 
into new territory. 

They first hit Van Niekerk's place, deep in the in
terior, in January 2017, came again the next month, 
and a third time that April. They killed six rhinos, left 
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four with gunshot wounds and orphaned two calves. 
They would wait for a full moon, a pattern so set it 
has become known as a "poachers moon," and Van 
Niekerk's well-being waxed and waned with the lunar 
cycle. He'd lay awake, waiting for his phone to ring or 
feeling haunted by gruesome memories of an 18-year
old female that had been mutilated with an ax. Her 
3-month-old calf burrowed into her side. "It was five 
or six hours before we could take him to a rehabilita-

____________ ... ________ ___ ______________ _ 

A poaching-team- the several men 
who actual/y do the gris{y joh- nzay 
receive as much as $10,000 per horn. 



A 

Hovering above 
Von ielcerlc's 
la nd, a veter
inarian .... res a 

da rt co o:ning 
a powerful drug 

to sedate the 
rhino-ond save 

it from poachers. 

... ··- . .. -· -· • - ·· ···· ~~-· ·-r·'"·' -~"-----~...,. _ _._ __________ ~-------I 

tion center," Van Niekerk said. "He just lay next to his 
mommy, moaning, and didn't move. It was pathetic." 

The poachers came again that June, but this time 
Van Niekerk's security guards were there. A firefight 
broke out, and they wounded two poachers, who left 
a trail of blood for the guards to follow. The guards 
eventually captured five out of the seven poachers 
and handed them over to the police. But Van Niekerk 
had had enough. 

"I couldn't keep putting my people at risk," he said. 
"I couldn't go to their families next time and tell them it 
wasn't the poachers but one of our guys who got shot." 
He paused. "I am angry, and I know tomorrow when 
they take the rhinos away I will be even more angry. 
But I also know I will sleep better when they're gone." 

AT THE BEGINNING OF the 20th century, Africa's 
rhino population was about 500,000. There are two 
species, called white and black, with the white fur
ther divided into northern and southern subspe
cies. (Three other rhino species exist, in India, Su
matra and Java.) Van Niekerk's rhinos are southern 
whites. The origin of "white" is uncertain, but some 
sources say it's a mistranslation of the Dutch word 
wijd, meaning wide, because whites have wide, flat 
mouths, adapted for eating grasses. They grow to 
5,000 pounds and live to 50 years. They are gentle to 

Ocean 

200MI. - Indian Ocean 

a fault. There are stories of rhinos that put up hard
ly any resistance as poachers hacked at their spines 
with axes. Black rhinos are smaller than whites, 
growing to 3,000 pounds, have rounder mouths with 
lips adapted for eating leaves, and are more aggres
sive, known for flashes of temper. And as the white 
isn't white, the black isn't black either. Both are gray. 

The rhino population in Africa has fallen by more 
than 95 percent since 1900, to just 21,000 southern 
white rhinos and 5,000 black rhinos; 80 percent of 
those animals are in South Africa's game reserves 
and on ranches like Van Niekerk's. The northern 

June 2018 I SMITHSONIAN.COM 55 

- ___. 



white rhino subspecies has been re
duced to its last two members, both 
females; the last male died this past 
March at age 45 at a reserve in Kenya, 
a death lamented around the world. 
Scientists are hurriedly researching 
ways to sustain the subspecies (see 
opposite page). The main, if not only, 
cause of the collapse of the northern 
white rhino, and the devastation of 
black and southern white rhinos, is 
wanton killing of the animals, pri
marily for their horns. 

The illegal trade in African rhino 
horn, worth several billion dollars 
a year, is driven by demand in Asia, 
where horn is pulverized for use in 
dubious medicines or fashioned into 
ornaments and objects. A white-rhi
no horn typically weighs about four 
kilograms, according to Phillip Hat
tingh, who investigated the Asian 
black market for his upcoming doc
umentary film The Hanoi Connec
tion; it's $10 per gram for the brittle 
parts that are pulverized and mixed 
into potions and $180 per gram for 
the hard black core used to fashion 
trinkets such as bangles, bracelets, 
even wedding rings. International 
crime syndicates control the trade. 
A poaching team-the several men 
who actually do the grisly job-may 
receive as much as $10,000 per horn. 

Since 2008,-poachers have slaugh
tered almost 8,300 rhinos. The num
bers are especially tragic given that 
the horns-the African rhinos have 
two-can be removed without kill
ing the animal. The horn is not bone, 
like an elephant's tusk, but keratin, 
the same material as fingernails and 
hair-it can grow back as long as it's 
cut above the germinal layer where 

> 
M99 is preferred 
as a tranquilizer 
for large African 

animals both 
because it is 

extremely potent 
and because 

an antidote can 
quickly reverse 

its effects. 

it connects to the facial plate. None
theless, poachers killed 1,028 rhinos 
in 2017, or an average of nearly three 
per day; at this rate, some experts 
predict, all African rhinos will be 
gone from the wild in ten years. 

"We've had to become paramilitary. Sometimes, 
when Pm interviewinggiivs we captitred, 
l'mjustglat{thpre~'> a lJarrier between us." 

Conservationists want to save rhi
nos by taking them from where they 
are threatened and placing them where they have a better 
chance of survival. "The main reason for moving rhinos is 
strategic," Richard Emslie, scientific adviser on rhinoceros for 
the International Union for Conservation of Nature, told me. 
"You manage rhinos like an investment share portfolio: You 
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don't want all your investments in one place." 

Even so, conservationists remain divided over 
some issues, particularly whether to dehorn rhi
nos-and what to do with the horn. Proponents of 
the practice say a controlled trade in horn is the only 



< 
After capture, 
the 15 rhinos 
were individually 
crated and load
ed onto flatbed 
trucks for the 
first leg of the 
trip, which had 
the advantage 
of paved roads. 

Typically a rhino 
calf stays close 
to its mother 
for about three 
years. It's also 
more vulnerable 
to injury than 
an adult during 
relocation. 

RHINO REVIVAL -One beloved African breed is extinct in the wild, but 
scientists still hope to rescue it from oblivion 

by DANIEL FERNANDEZ 

When Sudan, the world's last male northern white rhino, died in March 

at a wildlife preserve in Kenya, it seemed to signal the end of his kind. But 

it might not be over yet. Scientists on four continents are working with rhi

no eggs, ce ll cultu res, tissues, blood and frozen sperm samples to produce 

a live northern white rhino birth-and maybe even repopulate the entire 

subspecies. If they succeed, it will be the first time a virtually extinct mammal 

with no living males has been brought back from the brink. 

One strategy depends on the subspecies' two known females: Sudan's 

2~-year-old daughter and 18-year-old granddaughter. Because neither 

is healthy enough to deliver a calf, scientists hope to extract some of their 

eggs, combine each egg with previously collected frozen sperm and im

plant the resulting embryo in another female. 

Most likely the surrogate would be a southern white rhino, another sub

species, which has a longer horn, more hair and some 21,000 members still 

living in southern Africa. But it's not impossible that a horse could serve as 

a surrogate; rhinos and horses belong to the same class-Perissodactyls, 

or odd-toed ungulates-and have similar reproductive systems. 

At the San Diego Zoo Safari Park, which holds the world record for the 

most rhinos born in captivity (176 to date), researchers are studying how . 

' to best extract viable eggs from southern white rhinos. The procedure 

involves guiding a probe through the rhino's rectum into an ovary, then 

drawing eggs out through a catheter. Because the two-ton animal's ova

ries are three to four feet from its rump, the process is difficult at best, 

says Barbara Durrant, the zoo's director of reproductive sciences. They've 

managed to gather a few eggs so far, but they'll need to improve their 

success rate if they hope to employ the procedure on one or both of Su

dan's descendants. 

Another approach would take advantage of recent breakthroughs in 

manipulating a kind of stem cell called induced pluripotent stem cells, 

which can be generated from other adult cells. Researchers in San Diego, 

' the Czech Republic, Austria, Italy and Japan are working on transforming 

northern white rhino skin cells into such stem cells and then into egg cells. 

(The Japanese scientists have accomplished the feat with mouse cells.) 

The rhino egg wou ld then be combined with sperm to form an embryo, 

which wou ld be implanted in a surrogate. 

One potential upside of using stem cells is diversity, Durrant says. The 

S_an Diego Zoo has 12 northern white rhino cell lines, and working with 

them on the gene level can furnish eggs with enormous genetic variety

an insurance policy against future inbreeding and genetic bottlenecks. 

Some experts speculate that in vitro fertilization and surrogate gesta

tion could lead to a live birth within ten years. Durrant is more cautious: 

"I hesitate to give a timeline because we simply don't know." 

Technology is only part of the puzzle, says Dino Martins, a Smithsonian 

research associate and director of the Mpala Research Centre in Kenya. 

Attitudes have to change, too, because the forces that wiped out the 

northern white rhino-war, poverty, poaching-remain in place. "We need 

young people in East and Central Africa to feel like these rhinos belong to 

them," Martins says. "We're only going to save what we care about." 
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way to ensure that the rhinos are more valuable alive 
than dead, and the revenue would enable owners 
and breeders to protect animals whose security is 
otherwise unaffordable; opponents say it mutilates 
animals and deprives them of their primary means 
of defense, at least temporarily. In 2015, two breeders 
in South Africa, supported by many scientists, sued 
the government to lift its moratorium on trading rhi
no horn, arguing that the measure had inadvertently 
created the black market. After protracted litigation, 
South Africa's highest court in 2017 came down on 
the side of dehorning, lifting the ban on trading horn 
within the country. That decision, however, has had 
limited effect: Few legal trades have been completed, 
and international trading is still banned by treaty. 

More broadly, the conservation movement in 
much of Africa must also contend with the conflict 
between protecting wildlife and meeting the needs 
of local people. The continent has the world's fast
est-growing human population, projected to in
crease by 1.3 billion by 2050, to 2.5 billion, according 
to the United Nations. African governments have 
their hands full providing roads and schools, hospi
tals and food. Spend time among impassioned wild
life lovers, and you may hear some wince-inducing 
views, typified by what one wildlife executive told 
me after several drinks: "Africa doesn't have an ani
mal problem! It has a people problem. We don't need 
to cull animals. We need to cull people." Some peo
ple at our table raised their glasses in endorsement. 

When I mentioned this comment to Les Carlisle, a 
conservationist who would help manage the translo
cation of Van Niekerk's rhinos, he chafed. "Absurd," 
he said. "On the whole, conservation has done abso
lutely nothing for communities around them. But 
we know this: When there's benefit to the commu-
nity, wildlife crime is minimal." Conservationists, 
he said, "have to look after the animals and the land 
and, most important, look after the people. You need 
to work with them. But it's not something you can 
achieve overnight." 

tary filmmakers and founders of 
Great Plains Conservation, and 
Joss Kent, CEO of the luxury safari 
outfitter with the compound nam"' 
andBeyond. Sin~e 2015, the two or
ganizations have raised $4.5 mil
lion to acquire and relocate up to a 
hundred rhinos and monitor them 
for three years. This would be the 
largest and farthest single move 
to date, involving Van Niekerk's 
32 rhinos and another eight from 
Phinda, an andBeyond reserve in 
KwaZulu-Natal. The destination 
was some 800 miles distant, in a 
remote part of Botswana. 

As the' sky darkened over Van 
Niekerk's farm the temperature 
dropped to a wintry chill, and ·the 
.relocation team members gathered 
around a fire pit to go over the plan. 
They included veterinarians, a doc
toral candidate doing research, a 
helicopter pilot, drivers and people 
who by necessity had mastered the 
paperwork for the permitting and 
export process. "We've worked it 
out," Carlisle told me. "When the 
weight of the paper is equal to the 
weight of the rhino, they'll let us go 
ahead." They broke out coolers and 
roasted some beef and the South Af
rican sausage known as boerewors. 

I went out with a pair of secu
rity guards scouting for poachers, 
who might have been tipped off to 
the operation and poised to strike. 
Our truck had spotlights and -
light bars on the front and sides. ~ 

a radio, an onboard camera and 

Yet when there's an opportunity to move 
some rhinos to a better place, things hap
pen almost that fast. 

RELOCATING A RHINOCEROS, you might 
imagine, is no easy feat. "I never really en
joyed putting rhino into boxes and send
ing them anywhere," says Dave Cooper, 

The skin hef!!ind filer ears was as sefl as an 
ancienl and well-oz1et{hasehall mitt: Her tail, 
so small, looked hetiel~$uited to a piglet. 

- - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - _-.:: ~ ~~:.: - ~- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

whose job as the veterinarian at the parks 
in KwaZulu-Natal province has also included con
ducting forensic rhino postmortems. "I felt sorry for 
them. What has changed now is, when I put them 
into a box I'm saving them." 

The attempt to move Van Niekerk's rhinos was or
ganized by Rhinos Without Borders, a partnersliip 
formed by Dereck and Beverly Joubert, documen-

60 SMITHSONIAN .COM I June 2018 

semiautomatic rifles. The men wore flak jackets and carried side arms. 
Their background was in conservation, but they'd also been trained in 
vehicle interception, bush tracking and combat. "We've had to become 
paramilitary," said one of them, who asked to be identified only by his 
first name, Brett. "Sometimes," he added, "when I'm interviewing guys 
we captured, I'm just glad there's a barrier between us." 

By now the moon was just a thin crescent, and we spent an hour driv-



ing the perimeter in the darkness. When we returned 
.to the farmhouse we heard tha,t Va.n Niekerk's other 
security people, out in the field, had been reaching for 

· their rifles before someone thought to call to let them 
know that the vehicle heading toward them was us. 

The night wasn't nearly over when it was time to 
get up, and before first light we arrived at the 2,400-
acre enclosure where Van Niekerk had penned his 
rhinos. The flat expanse of tall grasses bleached by 
the sun and the dry winter season was sectioned off 
by high chain-link fences and barbed wire. 

The day's task was to get 15 rhinos into separate 
metal containers, load the containers onto four flat
bed trucks, and hit the road in a convoy including 
the flatbeds, the security guards' truck and a pai'r of 

A 

·van Niekerk's 
rhinos at the 
end of the road 
and the start of 
a new life. By 
fall, all of the 40 
animals slated 
for relocation 
had arrived at 
the delta. 

minivans. A second operation would follow ours to 
transport Van Niekerk's remaining rhinos. 

'Tve done it many times, and I'm nervous every 
time," said Grant Tracy, a game capturer who was 
managing the -relocation. "The older you get, the 
more you realize how much can go wrong and how it 
can all spin out of control very quickly." 

At dawn, an R44, a nimble helicopter, its doors re
moved, hovered just above the rhinos. One of the vets 
leaned out with a dart gun to deliver a dose of M99, a 
sedative thousands of times stronger than morphine. 
It hit a female rhino's rump with a thwack; a moment 
later she stood still, stunned and quivering, as if she 
were trying to move and couldn't understand why 
she couldn't. CONTINUED ON PAGE 78. 

June 2018 I SMITHSONIAN.COM 61 



sstSIMO 

Sterling Tree of Life . ;·~k.face from Italy 
lian eraftsmanship creates this sterling silver openwork pendant. 

1%" wide. Curb-link chain. Lobster clasp. 18" length. 

Only $59 plus free shipping 

Ross-Simons Item #871059 
To receive this special offer, use offer code: TREE33 

1.800.556.7376 or visit www.ross-simons.com/TREE · 

Can't hear dialogue on TV? Flat-screen TVs have 
tiny speakers with weak sound. Our AccuVoice® 
Speaker uses digital algorithms to lift voices out of 
background sounds. Dialogue is incredibly clear, 

even at low volumes. Only 17" wide, It fits 
anywhere - with just one connecting cord. Room
fllling sound, with the clearest voices we've heard. 
Read our 1400+ 4.5-star reviews on amazon.com. 

"Great for folks who have trouble hearing the 1'1." cNET 

ZVOX® 
Great Sound. Made Simple. 

800-561-5020 

Free Shipping I zvox.com I amazon.com 

Movable Beast 
, CONTINUED FROM PAGE 61 

Her eyes, tiny in the massive case
ment of her head, darted back and forth. 
Workers in blue jumpsuits and expedi
tion leaders in their muted safari colors 
and wide-brimmed hats descended on 
her, laying hands on her face, her horn, 
her flank. Once they got a blindfold over 
her eyes, she relaxed. A half-dozen work
ers tipped her onto her side. A research
er drew a blood sample into a syringe so 
they could monitor blood levels of stress 
hormones, among other things. It fell to 
someone else to put on a plastic sleeve 
the length of his arm and reach into the 
anal canal to extract a fist-size stool sam
ple. Another person notched the rhino's 
ears-a form of identification. 

All the while, the workers kept their 
palms on her flank, face and the hump 
at the nape of her neck, to reassure her. 
I stepped in to touch her, too. She was 
a mass of textures. Her back was rough. 
The armor on the top side of her trunk 
was thick, latticed in a pattern of rectan
gles sweeping down to the underbelly, 
which was full and soft. Heavy folds fell 
over her legs, which look jammed in, like 
pillars holding up a bulbous building. 

Van Niekerk needed all his strength 
to wrest open her mouth. Her upper lip 
was velvety, hot and tender. There was a 
big rough exterior ridge along the top of 
her mouth, and inside was another ridge 
of rough bumps; the only teeth were mo
lars. Her ears were erect; the skin behind 
them was as soft as an ancient and well
oiled baseball mitt. Her tail, so small, 
looked better suited to a piglet. 

And then, of course, the object of 
so much grief: the horns. Van Niekerk 
took a hacksaw and removed the bigger 
horn. It had to come off before the rhino 
went into the container, or she might 
break it and injure herself. The stump 
felt heavy and smooth. 

The workers got her back on her feet, 
tying a rope to each of her hind legs and 
leashing her head, pushing and pulling, 
making judicious use of a cattle prod to 
maneuver her towaid the metal contain
er. The rhino was still sedated, and she 
high-stepped e'iell though her four legs 
weren't quite in sync_ At the edge of the 
gangplank-the last step before the met-
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al container-she swung her head and 
~ sloughed off her captors. They regrouped, 

tugged, heaved and hoed. Just as they 
got to the door and could see the end of 
things, she sidestepped it and started tak
ing big strides, as if to break into a gallop. 
Amid a lot of shouting I took cover behind 
a pickup truck until the captors reined her 
in, and this time she disappeared into the 
container. From above, a worker released 
the metal door, which dropped like a guil
lotine. Reaching through an opening in 
the top of the container, another person 
removed the blindfold. 

-t· 

•;,, 

Twenty minutes later, after the crew 
had moved on to the next rhino, we got 
word that she had busted out. The con
tainer's front door was missing a metal 
pin to secure it. The crew had to start all 
over with her. 

And so it went with the 15 beasts. 
A mechanical loader lifted the con

tainers onto the four flatbeds, which 
formed into a convoy with the two min
ivans and the private security guards in 
the pickup. It was almost 3 in the after
noon. After nine hours in the field, we 
could start the journey to Botswana. 

SEVEN HOURS LATER, at the Botswana 
border, our private security force peeled 
away, and soldiers from the Botswana 
Defence Force took their place. 

Botswana is about the size of Texas, 
but it has just 2.25 million people, most
ly on its eastern flank. The rest is a barely 
populated wilderness stretching across 
the Kalahari Desert, the Makgadikgadi 
Pans, a series of salt pans the size of Bel
gium, and the fertile, paradisiacal Oka
vango Delta. The vastness and austere 
beauty can leave you slack-jawed, and 
tourism is now the country's second-big
gest industry, after mining. 

As we set out on the Trans-Kalahari 
Highway, the security posture changed. 
In South Africa, security relied on in
conspicuousness and discretion. Here, 
it was about boldness. When the convoy . 
stopped to refuel, soldiers spilled out of 
their vehicles and formed a perimeter 
while holding their rifles. The handful 
of local men and women hanging out at 
the gas-station convenience store seemed 
happy for the break in the humdrum. The 
temperature had dropped, and everyone 
reached for fleece. A vet climbed onto 
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· 'iii the tops of the containers to check on the 
rhinos, who protested their kidnapping 
by banging against the container walls, 
sending metallic thuds into the night. 

Back on the road, seeing only as far 
as the spray of the headlights, we kept 

· --' to about SO miles per hour because of 
the risk of livestock loitering. By noon 

' we reached Maun, the gateway to the 
Okavango Delta. We had only about 
30 miles to go, but now had to cross 
swampland. The big flatbeQ.s were too 
heavy. A forklift moved each container 
onto a smaller truck. We entered the 
delta where it met the Kalahari, bor-

ci · -
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· had built mo~nds that peaked like zig
gurats. The trucks plunged into pools 
of water that rose above the headlights, 
but we made it through. 

We reached the release site at night
fall, some 30 hours after leaving Van 
Niekerk's farm. Each rhino was darted 
and.led out of its container, tipped onto 
its side and had more blood drawn. 
Workers belted a GPS monitor around 
an ankle of each animal. , 

Now there were nearly a hundred 
people on hand. Among them were 
the Jouberts, who had envisioned this 
move, and Map Ives, director of Rhi
no Conservation Botswana, who had 
once worked with Wilderness Safaris, 
a tourism company that initiated rhino 
repopulation efforts here in the early 
2000s. They rolled up their sleeves and 
got to work with the others, well past 
midnight. 
: Seven rhino bulls lay still on the 

ground like big gray boulders. The four 
cow-calf pairs would spend the night in 
a pen that looked like a little stockade. 
They were darted with a dose of anti
dote, and their blindfolds were removed. 
One by one, they stirred and stood 1:1P
right. Car headlights shone gold on their 
gray hides. The rhinos sniffed their 
heavy sniff. Three of the bulls huddled 
as if to check that each one was okay. 
The other four came to. A cow got to 
her feet. And then Van Niekerk's rhinos 
took the first steps they'd made on their 
own in 40 hours, lumbering, heavy
limbed, beyond the headlights and into 
a forest of darkness. + 
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