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the Régulo told me. After all, he said, “we 
know that this mountain and its trees at-
tract rain. You see, rain is becoming scarce 
now, and later no rain will fall at all.” 

Carr, however, said it was untrue that 
anybody from his project had told people 
on the mountain that they would have to 
move: that was not his policy, and it never 
would be. In fact, he said, he had insisted, 
in his agreement with the government, 
that “traditional people” be allowed to 
dwell in the park, and he told me that that 
would apply to the mountain, too, if it was 
given park status. He placed the blame for 
the Régulo’s troubles on agents provoca-
teurs from RENAMO, who had gone 
around accusing him of being a rich 
American muzungu land grabber, in order 
to make some political hay at a time of 
municipal elections in the Gorongosa 
District two years ago. I heard the same 
thing from people in Maputo who had 
nothing to do with Carr’s project, and 
Carr provided me with a local newspaper 
clipping describing the smear campaign.

Carr was much more interested to hear 
that the Régulo had said he wanted to see 
more tourists on the mountain, and to 
control deforestation. The logistical de-
tails didn’t trouble him. “Basically, what 
you do is, you introduce Dave Law to Eu-
génio the Chief, and they sort it out,” Carr 
said. “Eugénio wants jobs and he wants 
tourism money, and Dave Law wants the 
same thing.” Frequently, when Carr 
sought to explain his mission, he would 
recite facts and figures about the global 
threat to biodiversity and about the glori-
ous past of the Gorongosa ecosystem. But 
when he talked about the how, rather 
than the why, he could sound more like a 
ward heeler. He said, “Economics will 
solve the problem faster than any public 
policy.” He said,“Every private-sector en-
trepreneur has this incredible bias toward 
letting enlightened self-interest pull things 
forward, and I fully believe that will hap-
pen.” And he said, “It’s all about jobs. It’s 
all about jobs. It’s all about jobs.”

Carr’s disarming faith in the power of 
his own good intentions to render 

confrontation insignificant has served 
him well in Mozambique. Following his 
initial catastrophic red-helicopter-and-
blind-skink encounter with the Sa-
matenje of Sadjunjira, Carr issued the 
shaman an invitation to visit Chitengo, 
gave him a grand welcome and free use 

of the bar, and sent him home a buddy. 
In fact, he posted a photograph of the 
two of them together as his head shot on 
his Facebook page. The Samatenje, how-
ever, had never come around to coöper-
ating with the Gorongosa team, so I 
went to see him, too.

Unlike the Régulo of Canda, the  
Samatenje of Sadjunjira lived well up  
the mountain, far from the last paved 
road, a four-and-a-half-hour journey 
from Chitengo. Along the way I learned 
from Inácio Júlio Tomás, a member of 
the Gorongosa forestry crew, who had 
agreed to drive and translate for me, that 
the Samatenje I thought I was going to 
meet—the Facebook Samatenje—had 
died in the past year, and that I was going 
to meet the new Samatenje, his brother. 
Tomás wanted me to comprehend the 
incredible powers that this new Sa-
matenje and his other brother, the witch 
doctor of Sadjunjira, were believed to 
possess. There was even a local legend, 
he said, that the brothers had killed the 
Facebook Samatenje, by working some 
fratricidal magic on him. It sounded far-
fetched to me, and Tomás allowed that 
the dead Samatenje had spent a lot of 
time drinking at the tavern in Vila 
Gorongosa, and fooling around with the 
ladies there, which was a more routine 
cause of death in the area. “But people 
here don’t believe in AIDS,” he told me, 

and Tomás himself was not prepared to 
discount the powers of the two surviv-
ing brothers: their father, he said, had 
had awesome powers. 

Not long ago, Tomás had had re-
course to a witch doctor on account of a 
lame foot. He still wore the dark-green 
fetish thread the healer had fitted his 
ankle with as he cast his spells, and 
Tomás had no complaints about the 
treatment: he had been up and walking 
again in no time. It seemed everyone had 
such stories, even the science-minded. 
Carr told me that every year, at the end 
of the flood season, in mid-April, 
Gorongosa Park officially reopens, and 
all the local shamans convene under a 
hallowed “miracle tree” at Chitengo to 
call on the park’s lions to show their favor 
to the park. Lo and behold, after one 
such ceremony Carr saw a lion stroll by 
the Chitengo restaurant—an unheard-of 
sighting in the fenced compound—and 
he found that five more lions had gath-
ered by the camp gate. 

The day before my trip to Sadjunjira, 
I had made another long drive to visit a 
network of underground bat caves that 
were known to be guarded by spirits, one 
of whom took the form of a leopard. 
Shortly before we reached our destina-
tion, my guide had stopped so that we 
could stretch our legs and eat a sandwich. 
It was a stupefyingly hot, still day, but, as 

“Tonight, the part of the sea bass will be played by the chicken.”
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we stood with our lunch by the tailgate  
of the car, the trees around us began to 
rattle in a burst of extreme wind that 
gathered suddenly into a slender twister, 
blackened with dust, and ripped between 
us, snatching a sandwich wrapper, which 
sailed a good seventy feet into the air and 
was gone forever. Later, in the caves, I 
stood on a ledge overlooking a deep black 
pool of water and a snake rose to the sur-
face—some kind of cobra, at least five 
feet long—and stared straight at me until 
I turned away and it sank from sight. My 
guide had no doubt that both twister and 
snake were visitations. But, as Tomás re-
galed me with similar stories of the pow-
ers of the Samatenje and his brother—
the brother, he said, was a very good 
doctor, who could give you medicine that 
would make you so rich that “you’ll go to 
America and buy a helicopter”—he men-
tioned in passing that the Samatenje had 
nevertheless lost two children the year 
before to cholera, by modern medical 
standards one of the most preventable, 
and treatable, maladies. 

After leaving the last graded road on 
the way to Sadjunjira, we spent the next 
hour climbing the mountain in four-
wheel drive on a road that was properly a 
footpath, and a badly washed-out one, 
too. On either side, large patches of the 
mountain were stripped bare of trees, and 
ragged fringes of flame licked up the 

grassy slopes. Then for long stretches 
there was no grass to burn: the topsoil 
was entirely gone, and all that remained 
was a waste of boulder fields. The last few 
miles of our approach was made on foot, 
and for the final hundred yards we had to 
remove our shoes and socks, as we had 
entered hallowed ground. 

Tomás had been anxious that we 
were arriving around noon, for fear that 
we might not find the Samatenje at 
home or sober so late in the day. But he 
was both—a slight, bearded man, clad 
in the ragged remains of several denim 
shirts and matching pants. He squatted 
at the sight of us, cupped his hands, and 
clapped them rhythmically—pock, pock, 
pock, pock, pock, pock, pock—finishing 
with a half-beat flourish. This was a rit-
ual that he repeated frequently through-
out our visit, and which we returned  
in kind each time. He gave us straw 
mats to sit on in the shade of a vast, 
fruit-laden mango tree, and left us there 
for well over an hour before he com-
menced our audience. By then, he had 
assembled an entourage of local elders 
to join us—because, Tomás explained, 
such a leader cannot meet alone with a 
white man lest he later be accused of 
having betrayed the interests of his  
community.

Throughout our visit, fires crackled 
through the surrounding bush, and fine 

ribbons of sooty ash drifted down around 
us. A steep flank of the mountain rose be-
hind the Samatenje, bare and burning, 
and I asked him if it had been forest when 
he was a boy. He said, “Now it’s worse, 
because people are destroying and cutting 
the trees.” The ancestors felt the same 
way, he said: “They feel that something’s 
going wrong. They’re warning the people, 
but the people don’t take care.” 

So would it be a good idea to plant new 
trees?

“No,” the Samatenje said.
Why?
“Tradition.” 
What about jobs?
“No.”
So no more trees?
“The trees will grow themselves.”
What if the police come and arrest tree 

cutters?
“No problem.”	
What if tourists come?
“No.”
That was what the Samatenje had to 

say. His power, it seemed, lay entirely in 
refusal. There was more clapping: pock, 
pock, pock, pock. Then we left. As soon as 
we were outside the shaman’s sanctuary, 
and had put our shoes back on, Tomás, 
who had spoken so admiringly of tradi-
tional ways on the journey in, erupted in 
a tirade against the Samatenje’s stone-
walling of the modern world: his people 
needed trees, his people needed jobs—to 
deprive his people of trees and jobs was 
murder! “They’re killing a lot of people,” 
Tomás said. 

Back at Chitengo, I found Carr drink-
ing gin-and-tonics with a new group of 
safari operators. “I don’t think I would 
ever sort out the micropolitics—or that it 
really needs it,” he told me when I de-
scribed my excursion, and he said, “I see it 
more as just a we-give-them-opportunity, 
we-give-them-jobs, we-may-end-up-
saving-Canda-and-losing-Sadjunjira sort 
of thing.” It was the closest I ever heard 
him come to resignation.

The novelist Mia Couto told me a 
story, when we met in Maputo. 

During Mozambique’s first national 
elections, in 1994, he attended a cam-
paign rally in a small village, where a 
politician from the city gave a speech. 
The politician said, “I’m here to save you, 
and we will bring hospitals, schools”—
the usual boilerplate. When he got to the 
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end of it, a villager stood up and said, 
“We are very happy, very touched, be-
cause you came from so far away to save 
us, and that reminds me of the story of 
the monkey and the fish.” The villager 
didn’t say anything more, and Couto re-
alized that he and the politician were 
the only people there who didn’t know 
the story. Finally, the politician con-
fessed his ignorance, so the man told 
him the story, and it went like this: A 
monkey was walking along a river, and 
saw a fish in it. The monkey said, Look, 
that animal is under water, he’ll drown, 
I’ll save him. He snatched up the fish, 
and in his hand the fish started to strug-
gle. And the monkey said, Look how 
happy he is. Of course, the fish died, 
and the monkey said, Oh, what a pity, 
if I had only come sooner I would have 
saved this guy.

“Anyway,” Couto said, “this is the 
traditional point of view. But you can-
not just say, This is wonderful and don’t 
touch it. Because it is being touched. 
You can’t avoid bringing modernity. It’s 
happening.”

He was right that the story took the 
fish’s point of view. But, I wondered, 
how could it be told to make the monkey 
look good? I got my answer, the next 
day, when I met Terezinha da Silva, who 
runs a women’s-rights organization in 
Maputo. Nine years ago, da Silva was a 
fellow at the Carr Center for Human 
Rights Policy, at Harvard, and later, 
when Carr told her that he was going to 
invest in Gorongosa Park, she said, she 
urged him to please be sensitive to the 
rights of the peasants. But this past sum-
mer she went to Gorongosa District to 
lead seminars, and she had to call into 
question all her assumptions about the 
sanctity of traditional culture. “I was  
so shocked and depressed with what I 
heard during the course,” she told me. 
Specifically, she was appalled to hear 
about a practice that was called “early 
marriage,” but which she properly called 
“forced unions”: impoverished parents in 
remote rural areas would give their five- 
or six- or seven-year-old daughters to 
middle-aged men in exchange for a 
monthly stipend. She said that she was 
told of schools that had no girls at all, be-
cause they were all married. Mozam-
bique had good laws against such things, 
but they were often not enforced, out of 
respect for culture and tradition. And the 

thing was, da Silva said, she later learned 
that in the past, in these same areas, the 
cultural tradition was for women not to 
marry until eighteen. 

The traditional position—the fish’s 
position—was: Don’t save us from  
ourselves. But what if the tradition itself 
was corrupt, or if the culture had already 
been lost? Carlos Pereira, Carr’s direc- 
tor of conservation in the park, said of 
Gorongosa District, “This is a terrible 
place, psychologically. To keep alive,  
in the morning they had to help RE­
NAMO, in the afternoon they had to help 
FRELIMO. That was every day. Now, 
imagine this person that had to collabo-
rate with one side and the other side. 
What does he do in life? That’s what  
he tries to do in life. He says yes on this 
side, but says yes on that side. He goes in 
the middle, talks a lot, says nothing. You 
can never be entirely loyal, you never en-
tirely trust.” 

“So what are my choices?” Greg Carr 
said. “Absolutely do nothing, never go 
anywhere near the mountain in twenty 
years? O.K., fine, what do you have 
then? A bare stripped mountain washed 
away. We lose half of the perennial 
water system of the park. But I respected 
them and didn’t go there, because there’s 
old RENAMO-FRELIMO wounds and old 
colonial wounds, so I didn’t go there. 
O.K., so that’s Plan A. That’s just really 
bold on my part. What’s Plan B? Go 
there and start talking to them. Gosh, 
can we put up some nurseries? O.K., 
let’s do it. Gosh, can we do tourism? No, 
we don’t want you on the Sadjunjira side 
doing tourism. O.K., we won’t. What 
else am I supposed to do?”

After all, he said, “that Gorongosi cul-
ture is gone when the last tree gets cut 
down up there. And, furthermore, you’ve 
got people up there—the kids don’t have 
schools, the women are basically slaves, 
and the Régulos are not looking out for 
their people a lot of the time. We all 
know that traditional societies look out 
for themselves. What are my choices? I’m 
a human-rights guy and a conservation 
guy trying to do both at the same time. 
The best idea I’ve come up with is those 
nurseries. I like it, I think it was a good 
thing, I’m proud of myself and my team 
for doing it.”

Carr hasn’t given up hope that the 
mountain will become part of the park, 
but he told me recently that it might be 

just as well if the mountain were desig-
nated a “forest reserve”—a status that in-
sures higher conservation status but 
makes greater allowances for human 
habitation. “That’s a change in tactic, not 
a change in goal,” he said, and he added, 
“But if ‘forest reserve’ is still so politically 
sensitive, look, I can keep my goal and 
continue to change my tactics.” At the 
same time, he has asked the park’s con-
servationists to draw up contingency 
plans to insure that water keeps coming 
in even if the mountain is lost. His staff 
talks about diverting the flow of nearby 
rivers to feed Lake Urema or drilling 
wells to supply watering holes for ani-
mals. Carr didn’t like the prospect, but he 
liked grappling with the problem. “It 
makes it interesting for me—a person 
who could be anywhere in the whole 
world,” he said. 

One afternoon at Chitengo, as we sat 
by the pool, where tourists were 

splashing, Carr told me that he has made 
provisions for the park in his will. He had 
said repeatedly that before he found 
Gorongosa he had lived in dread of be-
coming “a dabbler.” Now he told me, 
“The way I see it is this: I may not be a se-
rious person, but Gorongosa is a serious 
project.” When his friends speak of his 
hunger for purpose, they always tend to 
mention that he was once a Mormon, al-
though they generally can’t say how or 
why this is significant. But Larry Har-
desty took a stab at it. “When you’ve been 
that committed to a religious ideal when 
you’re young, I think that that kind of 
gives you a taste for what it’s like to have 
some big thing in your life that organizes 
it and gives it meaning,” he said. “I think 
he was looking for that thing again,  trying 
to replace that monolithic thing at the 
center of his life.”

I told Carr what Hardesty had said, 
and he said, “I think that’s right.” Some-
times when he felt that everything was 
going well in Gorongosa, Carr said to me 
that he might have to find something else 
to do with himself in a few years. But 
then he said, “I have a lot of these weird 
things in my life where I’ve gone head-
long into something and later I look at it 
and just go, That was strange. But I get 
the fever, right? You know, I like getting 
older and calmer. I don’t really want a lot 
more of those fevers. It’s just too much. 
This is my last fever.” 
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