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Max and Me

In July and August of 2009 I was in Kenya with several colleagues from Canada, where as members of Education Beyond Borders we provided teacher-training sessions to our Kenyan counterparts.  The drive to and from Nanyuki Secondary School, where the sessions took place, took about forty minutes each way along unpaved roads.  Seven of us were cramped into a small sweltering van that quickly filled with dust.  At the time Kenya was near the end of a four year drought and rather than being rainy and cold, it was hot and dry.  It was during a stop on the way back to our residence that I met Max.  While no one was sure of his exact age, he was about four years old and had been orphaned at the age of six months.  He was standing by the side of the road along with a Kenyan gentleman who had taken charge of him.   While the true fate of his parents was unknown, it was assumed that his mother was dead.

A year later I was back in Kenya to continue the teacher-training project.  I was anxious to see Max again.  As in the summer before we stopped at the exact place where I first met him only to be told that he was no longer there but was assured he was in a better and safer place.  I was disappointed that I was not to see him but happy that his life was progressing.

On May 10, 2011 I received an email from a colleague that Max had been shot seventeen times, his face disfigured.  At the age of six Max was a murder victim.   

The infamous Stalin once stated that “one death is a tragedy, a million deaths is a statistic.”  Of course Max’s death is a tragedy but sadly he is just one of hundreds just like him killed in the last several years and has become a statistic.  And this is the essence of the problem.  So many like Max are killed each year that we often pay little attention to the instances when such crimes are committed.

Oh I believe I ‘neglected’ to mention one other thing about Max.  Maw was a southern white rhino living on a conservancy in Kenya called Ol’ Pejeta, 92,000 acres of open land where one can still experience the glory of seeing free roaming wildlife. 

At this point some reading this may feel that using the word ‘murder’ to describe how Max died is an exaggeration if not a misuse.  Some may accuse me of being overly emotional.  I admit to this accusation.  While my time with Max was brief it is important to stress that I not only saw Max alive, I touched and walked with him, which is not the same experience one has when seeing wildlife exhibited in a zoo.   
              [image: ]

The word most used in cases of killing wildlife in protected environments is ‘poaching’.   A thesaurus search reveals that words associated with murder are manslaughter, slaying, massacre, wasting, unlawful death and contract killing.  Poaching is associated with stealing, rustling, plundering, robbing.  Semantics?  Well consider that Max was not stolen form the conservancy.  He was killed, as almost all rhinos are, for his horn. According to an article in the Globe and Mail (August 9, 2011) rhino horns are” valued as a remedy for everything from fevers and headaches to cancer, and demand is so intense it has pushed the value of horn to (over $95,000 CND) per kilogram – twice the value of gold”.  The vast majority of the demand comes from China and the Far East.  If he was a person the perpetrators would be charged for murder in the first degree.  The ‘poacher’, i.e ‘murderer’, who has since been arrested, killed and slaughtered him for what remained of the little horn left after the conservancy wardens removed it in an attempt to protect him.  

If Max was a person, would a report of his death have stated he was poached?  Of course not.  But Max is not a person and so his death is documented as ‘poached’.  And yet I can’t help feeling that to say Max was poached does not to justice to the crime committed.  Max died as the result of unlawful killing. At the very least his death was a waste. 

The killing of all wildlife for misguided motives, especially those on or near extinction, can and must be considered a massacre.  Regardless of whether Max was ‘murdered’ or ‘poached’, Max is dead and I mourn him.
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